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ABSTRACT 
 
National identity in South Africa is, and has been, a complex concept, with diverse and contested 
attempts at its embodiment. This research extends the discourse of identity politics in the post 
1994 democratic South Africa to beyond the discourse of racial politics, and notions of oppressor 
and oppressed to the complexities of resistance and the eventual establishment of a democratic 
South Africa. 
 
The research draws on the views and experiences of young South Africans, born after 1990, 
regarding what constitutes a South African identity. The research participants represent the 
socio-cultural and economic spectrum of the city of Cape Town, in the Western Province of 
South Africa. Schools were chosen across this spectrum to allow for heterogeneity of research 
sample to reflect the different population groups that comprise the South African population.  
The areas the schools were chosen from included those that existed during the apartheid era and 
those that have since been developed. Schools included were those historically delineated 
according to apartheid-constructed racial groups, and one that was established after 1994 as a 
non-state school. 
 
The exploration of the data reveals a population of young people who have moved beyond the 
imposed identities created by the apartheid system to an actively inclusive conception of what it 
means to be a South African in a post-apartheid context. Additionally, the research shows that 
this inclusive national identity also allows for the acknowledgement and expression of the 
diversity of cultures and languages existent in South African society. There is also an 
understanding that socio-economic issues such as poverty, poor education and continued 
imbalances from the Apartheid era need to be addressed to ensure a stable and unified South 
Africa.  Therefore, the research found that this research contends that young people born after 
1990 are committed to a respectful and representative national identity that affords all South 
Africans an equal place in society. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Discussions on South African identity occur at a time when the country’s history provides a 
sense of two national identities; that of the oppressor and the oppressed (Chipkin 2007). The 
apartheid state further reduced these to imposed racial categories. The oppressor identity was 
synonymous with white identity and the oppressed with black identity (Gounden 2010). 
Currently, South Africa does not possess an integrated and coherent national identity as a result 
of South Africa’s divided and belligerent past.  
 
The discourse of a democratic South Africa and its identity politics is not as simple as merely 
discussing racial politics and negative colonial relations between black and white communities. 
It is also not a case of the construction of identity based on the conquering of the white oppressor 
by the black African.  According to Theron and Swart (2009:154), it is rather an identity of 
solidarity, reconciliation and renewal. This chapter will discuss the context of the construction of 
national identity in South Africa. It will address the issues that surround the development of 
national identity and the need for a coherent national identity for a stable democratic process in 
South Africa. It will also elaborate on the methodology of the study and the study subjects.  
 
1.1. Rationale and motivation for the study 
 
In a context of deep divisions and inequalities, it is difficult to cultivate a consensual 
interpretation of what constitutes a national identity among citizens. As Maré (1999), noted, it is 
essential that citizens not only accept that they can, and have a right in shaping their own 
destinies, but that the material quality of life improves to meet basic needs. Here, Maré (1999) 
puts the reciprocal responsibility on the shoulders of the state to play its role responsibly as 
expected of its citizens. Such an approach Maré (1999) contends; “…will build a horizontal 
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comradeship from the societal and not from the political realm; it will focus debate and measures 
to address the gender inequalities, class inequalities” (Maré 1999:257).  
 
The challenges regarding consolidation of democracy are serious. South Africa has a growing 
budget deficit and a soaring foreign debt which, coupled with the present high levels of 
unemployment and abject poverty may lead to serious problems for national identity (Dinokeng 
Scenarios 2008:21-22). The expectation of submergence of other loyalties under conditions of 
gross inequality between racialised groups, between sexes, and between the urban and rural as it 
applies in South Africa is so much wishful thinking (Maré 1999:256).  
 
In lieu of the great racial divides left by the apartheid regime, nation-building in a post-apartheid 
South Africa is a process that must be actively undertaken by both civil society and the state. To 
this effect, the state utilises the concept of a rainbow nation, which is instructive to civil society 
by stressing unity in diversity.  Thus, according to Baines (1998), the rainbow symbolises a 
range of cultural groups represented by different colours and hues which blur into one another; 
none of which is completely distinct but each is essential to the composition of the entire 
spectrum. The rainbow is incomplete without each of the colours, but none of the colours or 
strands is dominant over the other.  
 
Baines (1998) contends that the rainbow nation implies the co-existence of the individual and 
collective identities; a representation of different cultures and a shared South African identity. It 
is the character of loyal and committed citizens to believe that their country is unique. It is that 
feeling that says their country has a peculiar character or identity, a “…genius of a country…” as 
Emmerson (cited in Dupré 2011:185) put it.  
 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was an attempt by South African leaders after 
1994 to create a ‘genius of a nation’ which, has been applauded as a worldwide model for 
healing. The rainbow nation articulation promotes healing and a synthesis of equality amongst all 
colours of the rainbow reflecting the inclusiveness of South African identity as comprised of 
different ethnic groups.  
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The establishment of the TRC was a process for setting a foundation of a just and tolerant 
society. It was an attempt to build a firm foundation of a nation characterised by a culture of 
justice. The spirit of this objective is aptly captured by Emperor Justinian, during the 6th Century 
AD: "Justice is the constant and perpetual will to render to others what is due to them.” (Dupré 
2010:9). This characteristic would contribute towards the construction of a common nationhood. 
 
The genesis of ‘unity in diversity’ begins with the adoption of the Constitution of the Republic of 
South Africa in 1996. The context of this characteristic was further upheld by the adoption of 
national symbols like the National Flag and the National Anthem. Both of these captured the 
objective of bridging the divide between the two ‘identities’ of the past (black and white). These 
national symbols aimed to embody the history of all the people of South Africa. 
 
President Mbeki proposed that we should have our South African ‘Dream’; a national identity 
that would be premised on the following characteristics: national reconciliation, unity in 
diversity, democracy, non-racism, non-sexism and shared prosperity, the reconstruction and 
development programme of the soul, and moral regeneration, a better life for all, and a cadre of 
leaders, in all spheres of human activities, that genuinely honours its pact with the people to act 
solely and exclusively as servants of the people (Mbeki public lecture, Nelson Mandela; 
Metropolitan University: 2008).  Therefore, this study will suggest some of the characteristics 
that will provide themes for the construction of a South African national identity. These themes 
will emerge from the generation of South Africans born after 1990, who have experienced the 
new South African democracy and not the apartheid regime.  
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 1.2. Context of the study 
 
Former President of the Republic of South Africa, FW de Klerk's, speech of the 2nd February 
1990 ushered in a new era in the history of South Africa. Besides the unbanning of all liberation 
movements, he acknowledged that the apartheid project had failed. In this speech De Klerk 
indicated that the aim of his government was the creation of a totally new and just constitutional 
political system, in which every inhabitant would enjoy equal rights, treatment and opportunity 
constitutionally, socially, and economically (De Klerk 1990). 
 
The Founding Elections of 1994 and the adoption of the South African Constitution in 1996, 
established a democratic Republic of South Africa. These events removed the spectre of 
uncertainty with regard to the future character of a post-apartheid South African state, and 
ushered in unbridled optimism for the future (Boyce 1999). South African society, however, was 
still confronted with the complexity of disentangling the entrenched issues of the apartheid 
legacy.  
 
However, regardless of the optimism that accompanied the creation of a democratic South Africa 
after 48 years of oppressive rule, the Dinokeng Scenario Team1asserts that the major challenge 
facing South Africa currently is that of forging a common sense of nationhood and a common 
sense of destiny (Dinokeng Scenarios 2008). The Dinokeng Scenarios further stress that in the 
Republic of South Africa the challenge of nationhood or national identity is made more urgent 
by the persistence of racial inequality and low inter-group trust between the different race groups 
that comprise the South African population. Those who were classified as white and other 
minority groups feel unwanted because of affirmative action policies while, South Africans 
classified as black in apartheid nomenclature still suffer from a deeply ingrained inferiority 
complex borne out of centuries of colonialism and most recently the legalised system of racial 
oppression: apartheid. 
                                                 
1 The Dinokeng Scenario team consisted of thirty three members, the conveners of whom were Dr Mamphela 
Ramphele (the chair), Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane, Mr. Bob Head, Mrs. Graca Machel, Dr Vincent Maphai 
and Mr Rick Menel. 
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 One can state, that in lieu of the above, the present South African political climate requires the 
creation of a common sense of nationhood or a common national identity for consolidation of the 
South African democracy. A common national identity project is also important for the stability 
and evolution of South African society within the post-apartheid context. Boyce (1999: 234) 
further articulates the challenge of South African nationhood: 
…it is fundamental that the new nationhood therefore needs, to overcome the social 
inequalities and the discrimination of the past system. The more successful and more coherent 
this process is; the more stable and resilient the nation will ultimately be. 
 
The analysis of the current state of South African nationhood is based on the definition of nation 
as espoused by Anderson (2006). He defines the nation as an imagined political community, 
because the citizens of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members in 
the sense of meeting or even hearing of them, yet in the mind of each citizen lives a concept of 
their unity. A nation is imagined as a community because regardless of the actual inequality and 
exploitation that may prevail, the nation is always conceived of as a deep, horizontal 
comradeship. Ultimately, it is this notion of community as kinfolk that have made it possible 
over the past two centuries, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, but to willingly 
die for the limited conceptions of nationhood (Anderson, 2006). 
 
The formation and construction of a South African nation has been a long- standing project for 
political formations, activists, scholars and civil society. This concern became the subject for 
intense political and philosophical debate for the decades during the liberation struggle and 
recently since the transition to democracy in 1994 and subsequent democratisation of South 
African society both socially and politically.  
 
There is evidence as reflected by the Public Attitudes in Contemporary South Africa survey of 
2001, that disparities regarding what nationhood constitutes among South Africans still persist, 
and that they move between race and class divides (Bekker, Dodds and Khosa, 2001). The 
findings indicate that public attitudes in contemporary South Africa reveal that the majority of 
people are conscious that their social and economic needs have not been met since the onset of 
democracy in 1994. Consequently, due to the persistent nature of inequality coupled with past 
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discrimination, the general sentiment amongst the South African polity lacks a sense of national 
identity and unity.  
 
Boyce (1999: 234) stresses that it is fundamental that a new nation has to overcome the apartheid 
legacy to have a successful, coherent, stable, and resilient nation, yet the definitive question as to 
the national identity debate is: what should the post-apartheid South African nation look like? 
Indeed, Mandela (cited in Mattes 1999:226) noted in the first five years of South Africa’s 
democracy that; 
 
A common allegiance is what helps to define a nation. You either have divided loyalties on 
fundamental questions or an overwhelming sense of pride and belonging. A nation state 
without this attribute exists only in name. It survives by coercion and subterfuge. It is a time 
bomb waiting to implode upon itself 
 
Similarly, the preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (RSA) states: 
 
We, the people of South Africa, recognize the injustices of our past and believe that South 
Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity…We therefore, through our freely 
elected representatives, adopt this Constitution as the Supreme Law of the Republic so as to 
heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice 
and fundamental human rights…build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its 
rightful place as a sovereign State in the family of nations.– (Constitution of the Republic of 
South Africa 1996:2). 
 
The Constitution refers to the characteristics that objectively define South African national 
identity and simultaneously brings to the fore criteria for membership in the South African 
political community. The values that pervade the new Constitution are: the unity of South 
African state and its territory, a common South African citizenship, a common national anthem, 
a flag, a recognition of eleven official languages, and a Bill of Rights that is classically liberal 
and permissive, but including a strong commitment to equality and third generation rights such 
as the rights to a clean environment. In addition, the guarantee of freedom of association and 
freedom of religion, belief, opinion, freedom of information and the press are stressed (Venter 
1998). 
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 The common denominator for the development of a common sense of South Africanness would 
be to encourage and develop a common allegiance in the land (space) and constitution (basic 
rules of conduct). It should also be noted that whatever one’s origin, one should therefore 
endorse this basic creed in order for one to be identified as a South African. Such commitment 
should come from inner conversion and not through force of coercion by the state (Venter 
1998:14). 
 
The Dinokeng Scenarios already identified the problem of inter-group trust as a threat.  The 
Dinokeng Scenarios warn that:  
 
A major challenge facing South African leaders is the will to build one nation across racial or class divide. 
Until South Africans unequivocally forge a single common identity out of our diversity, we will not be able 
to harness the social capital needed to address our critical challenges. Likewise, until our political leaders are 
able to separate the interests of the leading party from that of the state, for so long will we be impeded in the 
task of building our democracy and our nation (Dinokeng Scenarios 2008:21). 
 
Gounden (2010) also observes that there are always competing configurations of what constitutes 
national identity in multi-racial, multi-ethnic national states in the mould of South Africa. The 
disagreements as to what constitutes national identity in a country like South Africa that bears a 
history of serious racial, ethnic and class differences can easily breed serious tensions that may 
lead to a heavy price of instability being paid by the entire population. In this regard, the 
Dinokeng Scenarios (2008) depict the causes of such tensions as follows: 
  
A major challenge facing the country is that of forging a common sense of nationhood and a common sense 
of destiny. The challenge is made more urgent by the persistence of racial inequality and low inter-group 
trust. White people and minority groups feel unwanted because of affirmative action policies and African 
people still suffer from a deeply ingrained inferiority complex born out of 300 years of colonialism and racial 
oppression (Dinokeng Scenarios 2008:20). 
 
It is these tensions and their impact on the South African population and its sense of nationhood 
that this research seeks to address. 
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1.3. Problem statement 
Given the history and diversity of the South African population, the question of what constitutes 
its shared national identity and how that sensibility is constructed and reinforced at a mass level 
is a significant one. The reality is that, eighteen years into the South African democracy 
apartheid constructed divisions still persist (Gounden 2010).   
 
This state of fragility with regard to national identity issues, may impact heavily on the younger 
generation, especially those born after 1990. It is for this reason that the study will focus on this 
generation. Also, they are the first democratic generation which did not live under the apartheid 
system. But, this generation also experienced the enduring legacies of apartheid such as 
racialised poverty and politicised racial identity.   
 
Thus this study will seek to identify key elements that comprise what is referred to as national 
identity. It will probe whether young South Africans have a perception of common national 
identity, no national identity, or fluid notions of identity. The notions and markers of identity that 
are revealed in this research are  interrogated to understand the nature and source of these 
identities and what they mean with regard to one another in all spheres and relationships.  
 
1.4. Research objectives 
The aim of the research was to explore, among South Africans born from 1990 onwards, what 
current forms of South African identity/identities exist and what underpins them.  To this effect, 
the objectives of the study are: 
1. Identify the causes that serve to build political national identity using Cape Town 
communities as the research cohort; 
2. Ascertain the effectiveness of such causes in forging common national identity; 
3. Determine which among these causes are primary and which are secondary. 
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 1.5. Theory, approach and methodology 
The qualitative methodological framework was best suited for this study, as the study was 
concerned with emerging and evolving patterns surrounding the abstract concept of 
nationhood/national identity in the South African context.  The qualitative methodology took the 
form of focus group discussions. The focus group discussion guides included questions for 
discussion guided by the research question, its objectives and related literature. Thus, the focus 
group discussions addressed conceptual categories such as national symbolism, South 
Africanness, race, non-racism and Africanness; and attachment to the political geography of 
South Africa.   
 
The qualitative data collection included a heterogeneous study sample of South African learners 
18 years and older, but not older than 22, in schools in the Cape Town Metropol. The sample 
included a total of thirty six participants. The Cape Town Metropol includes a population that 
represents a wide spectrum of South Africans from different cultural, social, and economic 
groups. Schools were chosen across this spectrum to allow for heterogeneity of research sample 
to reflect the different population groups that comprise the South African population.  The areas 
the schools were chosen from included those that existed during the apartheid era and those that 
have since been developed. Schools included were those historically delineated according to 
apartheid-constructed racial groups, and one that was established after 1994 as a non-state 
school.  
 
A focus group discussion guide was developed for use in all the focus group discussions. The 
same guide was used at all schools to ensure standardisation of the research data collected. As 
the researcher is a public figure two qualified and experienced qualitative researchers conducted 
the focus group discussions. The focus group discussions were taped and notes of the 
proceedings were taken. The two research assistants conducted the all focus group discussions in 
English. The taped focus group discussions were transcribed. Almost all responses were in 
English but there were responses in Xhosa which were translated by the researcher. 
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 1.6. The Sample 
A total of five focus group discussions were conducted in five different high schools. In order to 
maintain the anonymity of the participants the names of the schools will not be used. Instead 
each school and its focus group participants are described in geographical and socio-economic 
terms. 
 
School A: This school is situated in Philippi, in the south of the Cape Town Metropol. The area 
was one of the places to which people were forcibly removed during apartheid, and became an 
area during and after apartheid to which people from the Eastern Cape moved. The area 
surrounding the school is made up of informal dwellings and the socio-economic status of the 
inhabitants is generally low. The focus group consisted of 9 participants who were males and 
females, and all spoke Xhosa as a home language and also spoke English which was the medium 
of instruction of the school. 
 
School B: This school is situated on the Atlantic seaboard of the Cape Town Metropol. The area 
was designated as white during apartheid and has a high socio-economic status. The school is 
attended by learners across the spectrum of the previous apartheid race categories and those from 
other countries in Africa and elsewhere. There were 7 participants in the focus group discussions, 
who were males and females, and lived on the Atlantic seaboard and in other areas of Cape 
Town including Khayelitsha. One participant was born in Malawi and another had lived abroad 
and had an Israeli father. The medium of instruction of the school was English. All of the 
participants were conversant in English, but also had other home languages including Xhosa. 
 
School C: This school is situated in Parklands, which is in the north west of the Cape Town 
Metropol and is an area that was developed after 1994. This is a non-state school and is also 
attended by learners across the spectrum of the previous apartheid race categories. The area has 
mixed housing and the inhabitants vary in socio-economic status. There were 7 focus group 
participants who were males and females, and all of them lived in the area. The medium of 
instruction of the school was English. All of the participants were conversant in English, but also 
had other home languages including Xhosa and Sotho. 
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 School D: This school is situated in Langa, which was the first of the areas to which people were 
forcibly removed during apartheid. It is situated along the N2 freeway in Cape Town. The area 
has mixed housing and informal settlements, and the socio-economic status of the population is 
varied. The school’s medium of instruction was English and the learners at the school were all 
from the apartheid racial group known as black. There were 5 focus group participants, and were 
all male and all spoke Xhosa as a home language except one participant who spoke Sotho. 
 
School E: This school is situated in Athlone which was demarcated as a coloured area during 
apartheid, and was also an area to which people were forcibly removed. Like Langa this area has 
mixed housing and informal settlements. The population also varies across the spectrum of 
socio-economic status. The learners at this school were from all the apartheid groups except 
white. There were 8 focus group participants and they included males and females. One of the 
participants was from the Democratic Republic of Congo. The medium of instruction at the 
school was English. The focus group participants were all conversant in English, and some spoke 
Afrikaans or Xhosa as home languages. 
 
In the discussion of the findings, the schools will be referred to by the letter of the alphabet 
stated above. 
 
1.7. Data Analysis: Approach and Methodology 
The Grounded Theory Approach was utilised in this research because it enables the development 
of theory based on the information provided by the research subjects. In this case the issue was 
the construction of national identity by first generation of youth born after 1990, known as the 
born-free generation. Thus the research employed consistent data collection and analytical 
procedures that enabled the development of theory relating to the construction and experience of 
identity by the research subjects (Neuman, 2006).  
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The research design worked inductively from the empirical realm using the Dinokeng Scenarios 
as the foundation of qualitative focus group interviews. The Grounded Theory Approach was 
considered best suited for this study because it was not concerned with abstract theorising about 
national identity construction in South Africa, but rather sought to ground the theory in the actual 
experience of research participants (Williams, 2006).  
 
The tapes of the transcribed focus group discussions were analysed by the researcher with input 
from the research assistants when needed.  The data was analysed using selective coding as a 
data analysis method of grounded theory. The initial coding used the question categories used for 
the focus group discussions, and then were broadened to include themes that arose from the data 
itself that were not anticipated by the focus group questions. All the themes were discussed in 
terms of the specific issues raised in the data and their implications for the broader question of 
the development of a South African national identity  
 
1.8. Ethical Considerations and Informed Consent 
This research was submitted to the RTI Higher Degrees sub-committee of the Faculty of Arts 
Research, Technology and Innovation Committee, of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University. Ethics clearance was obtained. Permission to conduct research amongst learners in 
schools in the Cape Town Metropol was granted by the Department of Education in the Western 
Cape Government. 
 
The purpose of the research and its academic origin was explained to all potential participants. 
The participants were not told who the researcher was since he is a public figure. It was 
explained to all participants that they had the right to participate freely without any coercion or 
pressure and did not have to answer questions that were uncomfortable for them. Participants 
were allowed to leave the focus group discussions at any time. Also participants were assured 
that anonymity and the confidentiality of all study participant information would be maintained. 
Permission for the taping of the focus group discussions was sought from the participants. The 
participants signed a consent form. The participants’ information was not linked to their names 
in any way.  
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 1.9. Chapter presentation 
Chapter 2 will discuss the historical context of the evolution of South African national identity. It 
will address two parallel strands, the one being white supremacy including apartheid and its 
impact and the other being non-racial ideology as cornerstone for the development of a common 
national identity. 
 
Chapter 3 will elaborate on theories of national identity and various components that underpin 
nation building. Chapter 4 will present and analyse the findings of the research conducted with 
young people born after 1990 in schools in Cape Town. Chapter 5 will present the conclusions 
and recommendations resulting from the research. 
 
1.10. Conclusion:   
This chapter has highlighted the context of the study, and has discussed the issues surrounding 
what constitutes national identity and why it is necessary for the coherent development of a 
nation. The chapter further elaborated on the objectives of the study, and the how the study was 
conducted. 
 
The next chapter will explore the history and diversity of the South African population, the 
question of what constitutes its shared national identity and how that sensibility is constructed. 
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Chapter 2 
 
THE TRAJECTORY OF SOUTH AFRICAN NATIONAL 
IDENTITY: FROM COLONY TO CONTEMPORARY SOUTH 
AFRICA. 
 
This chapter focuses on the historical context of constructing a South African identity. The focus 
of the chapter will highlight the form, content and participants of the colonisation of South 
Africa.  It will further identify these participants and the role played by each.  The discussion 
shall also relate to the consequences of the participants’ interaction and the impact thereof in the 
present day South Africa, particularly with regard to the construction of a common nationhood 
and identity. 
 
The word colonialism comes from the Latin, colonia which meant farm or settlement.   The 
Oxford English Dictionary describes a colony as:  
A settlement in a new country, a body of people who settle in a new locality, forming a 
community subject to or connected with their parent state, the community so formed, 
consisting of the original settlers and their descendants and successors, as long as the 
connection with the parent state is kept up.   
 
Colonialism could further be defined as the conquest and control of other people’s land and 
goods (Loomba 2004:2). Modern colonialism was established alongside capitalism in Western 
Europe.  According to Loomba (2004:3), modern colonialism did more than extract tribute, 
goods and wealth from countries that it conquered.  It restructured the economies of the latter, 
drawing them into a complex relationship with their own, as was the case with South Africa, so 
that there was a flow of human and natural resources between the colonised and colonising 
countries. 
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Colonialism is also closely associated with imperialism. Scruton (1996:252) defines imperialism 
as an extension of power through conquest, or the pursuit of empire, that is a global influence so 
dominant as to amount to virtual sovereignty wherever it is successful.  Empire was advocated 
by Joseph Chamberlain in the United Kingdom who argued that the expanding influence of 
France and Germany must be counterbalanced by the expanding influence of the United 
Kingdom.  In the United Kingdom, scholars like Hobson, criticised imperialism as a form of 
exploitation (Scruton 1996:252). 
 
The criticism was further taken up by Lenin, who in his speech on “Imperialism as the Highest 
State of Capitalism”, in 1917, argued that “imperialism is an economic necessity for the capitalist 
economy, in order to overcome the otherwise inevitable falling rate of profit that spells its 
doom,” (Scruton 1996:252). 
 
Lenin further asserted that imperialism leads to international competition in order to secure 
markets and exploit resources, and hence to imperialist war.  This theory provided support for 
the claims that innocent-seeming gestures on the part of the capitalist powers are nevertheless 
expressions of imperialism (Scruton 1996:252).  
 
In the modern world, colonisation can be defined as the take-over of territory, appropriation of 
material resources, exploitation of labour and interference with political and cultural structures of 
another territory or nation, and imperialism as a global system (Loomba 2004:6).  However, 
imperialism, colonialism and the differences between them are defined differently depending on 
their historical mutations. 
 
The initial European occupation of various countries was subsequently followed by a much more 
organised and brutal process known as the “Scramble for Africa”.  The “Scramble for Africa” is 
a metaphor applied by historians to the period of very rapid annexation of the African continent 
by European Powers during the 19th and 20th centuries (Brook-Smith 1987:3).  As this process of 
colonisation progressed within the African continent, South Africa became one of the targets. 
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Colonisation as developed in South Africa has been characterised by the South African 
Liberation Movement, the African National Congress (ANC) and its allies as a system of 
‘internal colonialism’ or ‘colonisation of a special type’.  According to the ANC and its allies 
what was special or different about the colonial system as developed in South Africa was that 
there was no spatial separation between the colonising power (the white minority state) and the 
colonised majority black people.  But in every respect the features of classic colonialism were 
the hallmark of the relations that existed between the black majority and white minority.   
 
The special features of South Africa’s internal colonialism were compounded by the fact that the 
white South African state, parliament and government were judicially independent of any 
metropolitan country and had sovereignty legally invested in them by various acts of Britain.  
The Union of South Africa which came into being on the 31st May 1910 by an act of the British 
parliament laid the structural basis of the South African government as we know it. The structure 
of the South African government is based on the Westminster system which separates the powers 
of government, in particular the legislative authority, the parliamentary authority and the 
executive authority.  
  
2.1 White supremacy and national identity 
 
For the purposes of this discussion there is a need to establish a general understanding of white 
supremacy as a concept.  According to the Webster dictionary white supremacy means; “A 
person who believes that the white race is inherently superior to other races and that white people 
should have control over people of other races”.   
 
This section will trace the history and the milestones in the development of white supremacy in 
South Africa.  It will also seek to understand how South Africa became a society in which racial 
discrimination was so deeply entrenched.  Also this section will relate the impact of this white 
supremacy ideology to the identity question under scrutiny in these discussions of contemporary 
South Africa. 
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White supremacy was certainly not only confined to South Africa.  Its roots are traced to 
processes of nationalism and economic developments in Europe which gave rise to lengthy 
processes of European colonisation.  This was marked by the subjugation of other people in 
territorial conquest and black enslavement (Worden 1994:56).  This was also the time when 
Darwinist notions of evolution and hierarchy were applied to human races.  According to 
Worden (1994:56);  
 
Whites readily came to believe that they were at the top of the evolutionary scale, as shown by 
their apparent technological superiority and the dynamism of the imperial expansion, while 
blacks at the bottom were primitive, less intelligent and sluggard.   
 
This showed that the invaders had preconceived notions about the nature of the native people to 
help shape their way to pursue their goals. Conceptions of civil and savage as well as Christian 
and heathen (with the former being of European descent and the latter from non-European 
origin) became common property of Western Europe culture (Fredrickson 1934:7).  This 
constituted a distorting lens through which the early colonists assessed the potential and 
predicted the fate of the non-European peoples they encountered.  This notion clearly fitted the 
colonisers’ view of themselves and their interests. 
 
The idea of white supremacy took strong root in South Africa, as it did in other British colonies 
in Africa and elsewhere.  In South Africa, this kind of supremacy developed into systematic and 
legalised discrimination shaping the economic, social and political structure of the whole country 
in a more pervasive way than elsewhere.  Even as it was beginning to wane in other African 
colonies through the process of independence; in South Africa discrimination was becoming 
more entrenched.  In 1948 when the National Party won the National General Elections, on the 
platform of apartheid as separate development, discrimination of non-whites became firmly 
entrenched in apartheid ideology and later the apartheid political system. 
 
The emergence of white supremacy in South Africa started with the arrival of Dutch settlers 
under the command of Jan van Riebeeck in 1652.  The incoming Dutch settlers at the Cape of 
Good Hope found the Khoi pastoralists and other indigenous communities living in this area.  
Perceptions of white racial superiority were apparent from these early encounters.  One example 
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of early white supremacy is that of ‘Autshumato/mao also known as Henry Die Strandloper 
(Beachcomber The Beach Walker) who worked as an interpreter for the Dutch Settlers. He 
started trading in livestock for small amounts of alcohol and tobacco with foreigners. Once the 
effects of the alcohol had passed the Khoi-Khoi tribesman became angry and stole their livestock 
back from the Dutch whom they felt had cheated them.  In 1658 Jan van Riebeeck ordered that 
he be imprisoned in Robben Island (www.wikipedia.com). 
 
Another example of such dehumanisation was the case of Sarah Baartman, a Khoi lady from 
Cape Town who was taken in 1810 to Europe and displayed in exhibitions like an animal.  
Another example of this degradation was that of Krotoa (known to the Dutch settlers as Eva) 
who was also a Khoi lady caught in the identity crisis of colonisation.  She was used by Dutch 
leader Jan van Riebeeck as an interpreter against her own people in the mid 1600’s.  She married 
a European but was rejected by white society (http://overcomingapartheid.msu.edu/index.php). 
 
In pursuance of white domination, the Dutch acquired a structured form of divisions of legal 
status in early Cape society: the Dutch East India Company officials, free burghers (settlers), 
slaves, Hottentots (Khoisan) and Free Blacks (manumitted slaves).  The first two categories were 
made up of whites, the others of blacks.  Slavery, which lasted from 1658 to 1834, deeply 
influenced the class divides of the colony (Worden 1994).  All slaves and most labourers were 
black whilst landowners and employers were white.  Thus, at the Cape “by the late eighteenth 
century race and class had overlapped for so long … that to many Europeans this social structure 
appeared to be natural or God-given.”  (Elphick and Giliomee 1989:544). 
 
Gradually the Dutch farmers, known as Boers in Dutch, pushed northwards from their Cape 
settlement and its immediate surroundings.  They formed what then became their ingrained habit 
of subjecting any indigenous African they found in their way and expropriating their land.  
Along the Great Fish River, they ceased to clash with Khoi groups and clashed instead with 
Bantu-language groups.  One such group, the Xhosas were numerous, highly self-organised, and 
equipped with iron-tipped spears.  They therefore had relatively more capacity to defend 
themselves (Davidson 2001:266). 
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Stronger forms of self-organisation emerged among local African clan-and-lineage communities, 
whose ancestors had opened these lands to cattle and cultivation many hundreds of years 
previously. Clan-and-lineage loyalties started to hold firm.  As these African communities lived 
together for so long, they started to see themselves as different tribes or clans because of 
common history, common ancestral backgrounds, cultures, territorial commonality, common 
languages and perceived or real common enemies. Therefore they would develop stronger 
horizontal bonds. 
 
Simultaneously, the Dutch settlers also began to perceive of themselves as a distinct people.  
With time they no longer called themselves Dutch or Boer but Afrikaner.  They appropriated a 
dialect of Dutch first developed by the slaves at the Cape and known as ‘kitchen’ Dutch, into a 
fully fledged language, Afrikaans.  These developments met an increasingly felt need for a new 
discipline that could reinforce their seizure of African land and labour (Shell 1994).  
 
At the beginning of 1800s the Afrikaner ideology of nationhood was well established.  Born of 
an extreme Calvinism this ideology encouraged them to build their farming economy and social 
morals on the biblical notion that all Africans by virtue of their darker pigmentation were 
“children of Ham” and were designed by God to labour as the white man’s slaves.  Immense 
sufferings would flow from this in the form of unyielding racism (Davidson 2001:267). 
 
British imperialism succeeded the Dutch claims and having defeated the French in tremendous 
land and sea wars for world hegemony during the period 1793-1815, the British assumed the 
colonial government of the Cape and opened their long-sustained bid for imperial control of the 
whole of Southern Africa.  In 1820 the British planted five thousand British settlers along the 
inland frontier in a vain hope of keeping the peace between raiding Boers and retaliating 
Africans.  But wars of dispossession continued as the British, like the Boers, were moving 
northward. 
 
The colonisation of South Africa was in many ways unique.  European occupation began much 
earlier than elsewhere, with the Dutch settling in the Cape in the seventeenth century and the 
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British securing it during the Napoleonic wars.  South Africa became the theatre of conflict 
between the Dutch Boers, the English and the Africans (Brooke-Smith 1987:69).  
 
By the end of the eighteenth century there were a number of racially discriminatory regulations.  
In the church and courts the Khoi and slaves were discriminated against.  Free Blacks also faced 
discriminatory controls, such as being liable for arrest if found in the streets of Cape Town 
without lanterns.  None of the rules applied to whites (Worden 1994:67).   
 
At the end of Jan Smuts’ second term as Prime Minister of the Union of South Africa 1948, there 
were hopes that this period would mark the end of segregation in South Africa as he managed to 
relax a number of discriminatory legislations that were relating to trade unions, influx control 
and others (Everatt 2009).  Smuts, by his own admission indicated that segregation was 
impractical and change was bound to take place as he stated the following:  
The whole trend both in this country and throughout Africa has been in the opposite direction 
(to segregation).  The whole movement of development here on this continent has been for 
closer contacts to be established between the various races and the various sectors of this 
community...Isolation has gone and segregation has fallen on evil days too...A revolutionary 
change is taking place among the native peoples of Africa through the movement from the 
country to the towns – the movement from old reserves in the native areas to the big European 
centres of population.  Segregation tried to stop it.  It has, however, not stopped it in the least.  
The process has been accelerated.  You might as well try to keep the ocean back with a broom 
(Everatt 2009:12).   
 
After such an eloquent statement of promise by Jan Smuts it was disappointing to so many who 
expected segregation to be removed as he continued with segregation even after a landslide 
victory of his United Party during the 1943 General Elections. The brutal white supremacy 
ideology continued and heightened racial hostilities which marked the beginning of entrenched 
racial polarisation of South African society.  This situation persisted more vigorously with the 
introduction of the more comprehensive and intensified system of apartheid rule, which was 
introduced when the Afrikaners won in the whites only national general elections in 1948.   
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 It is important to conceptualise apartheid and its relationship to the ideological view of white 
supremacy. According to Johnstone (1970); “apartheid refers to the South African government’s 
racial policies and ideology while ‘white supremacy’ refers to the overall power structure in 
South Africa which is partly maintained by apartheid policies”.  To conflate the use of the terms 
may imply that the power structure of white supremacy is the product of apartheid policies alone 
which it is not. The history of European imperialism and colonisation, which was underpinned 
by the notion that all non-Europeans were inferior, influenced relations between the colonisers of 
South Africa and the indigenous inhabitants. This led to the development of segregation and 
oppression of all those living in South Africa considered to not be of European decent. This 
provided the basis for the development of the apartheid system. Thus the study seeks to 
understand the experiences of young people who have grown up in a society that has been 
influenced by policies and notions of white supremacy, but is now politically a democratic 
society. 
 
2.2. White Afrikaner supremacy and Apartheid 
 
Much has been written about apartheid as a system and doctrine of political thought. There is 
therefore a need to decipher the actual meaning of the word apartheid. The United Nations 
Commission on the Racial Situation in the Union of South Africa defines apartheid in summary 
as “an Afrikaans expression meaning separation, separate development (of races)”.  They further 
explain it as a political tendency or trend in South Africa based on general principles: “Of a 
differentiation corresponding to differences of race and/or colour and/or level of civilisation as 
opposed to assimilation and also as opposed to integration (Racial Situation in the Union of 
South Africa, United Nations Report: 1953:53).” 
 
Apartheid emerged as the slogan of the Gesuiwerde Nasionale Party2, later renamed the 
Herenigde Nasionale Party3 (HNP), which originated as a splinter group from B.J. Hertzog’s 
National Party in 1934 and captured the leadership of political Afrikanerdom in the 1940s.  In 
                                                 
2 Purified National Party 
3 Reunited National Party 
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1948, under the leadership of D.F. Malan, the HNP narrowly won political power.  Apartheid 
had been a means by which it drew voters together behind a revived Afrikaner nationalist 
political movement (Worden 1994:87). 
 
This Afrikaner Nationalist movement, like all nationalist movements, created its own symbolism 
and history stressing the unified experience of the Afrikaner Volk4. Within this context a small 
group of Afrikaner intellectuals and teachers alienated by the Anglicisation of state education 
under reconstruction after the Second Boer War, had formed separate schools, funded from 
Holland and independent of the state. They advocated a distinctively Afrikaner Christian 
National Education. In a conscious attempt to develop an Afrikaner ethnic identity in the face of 
industrialisation and class division, these Dutch clerics and teachers mobilised support for the 
Afrikaans language and published newspapers and popular magazines such as Die Huisgenoot 
stressing the common heritage of all Afrikaners.  Soon in 1918 a secret society, the Afrikaner 
Broederbond (Brotherhood) was established.  In 1929 the Broederbond became instrumental in 
the founding of the Afrikaanse Kultuur Verenigings5 to unify and disseminate a sense of separate 
Afrikaner identity (Worden 1994:89).  
 
During its first decade in government, the National Party passed a plethora of legislation and 
extended and entrenched racial discrimination. This process even reversed the partial breakdown 
of segregation that had been effected after the Second World War. During the apartheid era 
legislative discrimination was advanced more aggressively than ever before.  The foundation of 
apartheid was the division of all South Africans by race.  The introduction of the prohibition of 
Mixed Marriages Act of 1949 and Immorality Act of 1950 banned marriages between Whites 
and other South Africans including Indians and Coloureds.  Furthermore in the same year of 
1950 thorough-going legislation that solidified discrimination was enacted. 
 
In the year 1959, the Promotion of the Bantu Self-Government Act set up eight distinct Bantu 
Homelands out of the existing reserves, each with a degree of self government. In 1970 
homeland citizenship was imposed on all black South Africans. 
                                                 
4 Afrikaans expression meaning Afrikaner nation 
5 Federation of Afrikaner Cultural Associations 
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 Map 1: The Homelands 
(Omer-Cooper 1987 in Worden 1994:110) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It was through this Registration Act that the Malan government enforced the classification of 
people into four racial categories: White, Coloured, “Asiatic” (Indian) and “Native (later “Bantu” 
or “African”).  In subsequent years this apartheid control was extended to virtually all spheres of 
human activity. 
 
Thus, during this period in time, the four major national identities that comprise the South 
African population were constructed. It is evident that instead of forging one national identity 
inclusive of all different human groups, languages and cultures that are found within the 
boundaries of the South African territory, the apartheid government created four distinct 
categories of identity in South Africa, which were forced to exist distinct from one another. 
Consequently, South Africans became a population that was extremely divided with entrenched 
hostilities. Identity was at the core of apartheid. 
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The centrality of the identity question within the apartheid strategy was confirmed by apartheid 
regime Prime Minister, the late B.J. Vorster : The cardinal principle of the NP (National Party) 
is the retention, maintenance and immortalisation of Afrikaner identity within a white 
sovereign state.  Apartheid and separate development is merely a method of bringing this about 
and making it permanent.  If there are other better methods of achieving this end, we must find 
those methods and get on with it, (Welsh 2010:83). 
 
In the early 1970’s Steve Biko responded to white racism, white supremacy and the apartheid 
doctrine; that caused dehumanisation and degradation of the oppressed black majority, by 
launching the Black Consciousness Movement.  Biko relied strongly on Aimé Césaire’s 
quotation: 
No race possesses the monopoly of beauty, intelligence, force, and there is room for all of us at 
the rendezvous of victory” as he relied strongly on the liberation of the self from any state of 
fear and inferiority that may be infused by white supremacy (Biko 2008:66). 
 
2.3. Non-racialism and The struggle for new identity 
 
The process of construction of common national identity can be traced and linked directly to the 
process of liberation struggle and the building of a non-racial society.  At the founding of the 
ANC in 1912, Pixley Ka Seme called for unity in South Africa:   
 
The demon of racialism, the aberrations of the Xhosa-Fingo feud, the animosity that exists 
between the Zulus and the Tsongas, between the Basutos and every other Native must be 
buried and forgotten; it has shed among us sufficient blood!  We are one people.  These 
divisions, these jealousies, are the cause of all our woes and of all our backwardness and 
ignorance today (Jordaan 1988:115).  
 
In this regard it is important to elaborate on the various stages of the liberation struggle as this 
will further clarify the process of building of a non-racial society and creation of common 
national identity as envisaged at the launch of the ANC in 1912. This process can be traced to the 
time of the wars of dispossession as this is the period that laid deeply entrenched roots for the 
liberation struggle.   
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 After the discovery of diamonds in the 1860’s the British imperial government embarked on a 
policy of expansion in Southern Africa. It was at this time that British troops invaded and 
overpowered a number of chiefdoms one after the other in quick succession, including the Hlubi 
in 1873; Gcaleka and Pedi in 1877, Ngqika, Thembu, Mpondo, Griqua and Rolong all in 1878, 
Zulu in 1879; Sotho in 1880; and Ndebele in 1893 (Mbeki 1992). As these wars of dispossession 
were coming to an end, Africans were organising themselves to take various forms of struggle 
seeing that the military struggle had failed to secure their goals of repossessing their land. 
 
During the second half of the 19th century various missionaries like the Presbyterian, Methodist 
and Anglican started to establish training institutions to train builders, carpenters, printers, 
ministers of religion, and teachers amongst others.  Some of these young people even went 
abroad to further their studies.  Another important event at this time was the attraction of workers 
to the diamond mining industries and some were immigrants from outside South Africa.  This 
process also attracted skilled immigrants from the neighbouring countries.  The Boer and the 
Briton at this time acted jointly to achieve the common purpose of attracting cheap labour for 
developing the economy but this did not mean the end of the contradictions and tensions between 
the two communities. 
 
Caught between the Afrikaner Bond and English speaking colonists who had one purpose; 
disenfranchising the Africans and depriving them of access to land, Africans initiated a process 
of uniting themselves against this onslaught.  It was in 1881 that a new African organisation 
called Imbumba Yamanyama6 was formed in the Cape for the advancement of African rights 
which the oppressor and the exploiter sought to destroy (Mbeki 1992:2).  Later, in 1898, another 
organisation called the Native Congress was established in each of the following provinces: the 
Free State, Natal and the Transvaal.  In 1902, Dr Abdullah Abdurahman established the African 
Political Organisation and in Natal, Mahatma Gandhi formed the Indian Congress in 1894.  
These organisations were formed to fight against white domination and with the aim of achieving 
equal rights for all (Mbeki 1992).   
 
                                                 
6 Xhosa meaning United Force 
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In 1899, with the discovery of gold there was an inflow of foreign capital from Britain to invest 
in gold mining.  These uitlanders7 disturbed the thriving agriculture of the Boers.  The British 
rule assisted development of these mines and this process threatened the continued existence of 
the Afrikaner colonies, which were the Free State and the former Transvaal.  This development 
created serious tension between the Afrikaner and the English, which culminated into the Anglo-
Boer War. (Mbeki 1992:4). After the Boers experienced setback during the Anglo-Boer War, 
they started to form their own Volk8 organisations. 
 
All these developments culminated into the establishment of the South African Native National 
Congress, which later became the African National Congress (ANC). A national convention was 
then held in Waaihoek location in Bloemfontein from 24th-26th March 1909 to consider the draft 
constitution which had been adopted at the white’s only national convention. After the 
convention in 1909 a deputation of leaders led by Dr Rubusana was sent to Britain to meet with 
the British government and present the case against the draft constitution of the Union of South 
Africa (Mbeki 1992). However, all these attempts were in vain as in 1910, on the 31st of May, 
the Union of South Africa was formed through an act of the British parliament and this laid the 
basis of the South African state as we know it today.  After this formation, the Natives Land Act 
was introduced in 1913 to evict black farmers who were neighbours to white farmers as this 
created discomfort with the white farmers (Mbeki 1992).  They argued that their proximity with 
white farmers would create undesirable social contact with them.   
 
Flowing from the establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910, various legislations and 
statutes were introduced to discriminate and disadvantage the black majority.  With the passing 
of the Natives Land Act of 1913 in addition to the Mines and Works Act and the Native Labour 
Regulation Act of 1911, the white government laid firm foundations for a race-based system of 
oppression and exploitation (Worden 1994).   
 
This led to various actions and campaigns to fight these and in 1943 the ANC responded by 
producing the publication; Africans’ Claims in South Africa.  These actions by the Union of 
                                                 
7 Afrikaans meaning foreigner 
8 Afrikaans meaning nation 
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South Africa government also influenced radicalisation of the ANC by the Youth League in 1944 
as led by Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Walter Sisulu and others.  It was during this time that 
the unity of racially based anti-colonial forces was formed.  This refers to the African National 
Congress (ANC), South African Coloured People’s Organisation (SACPO), South African 
Indian Congress (SAIC) and South African Congress of Democrats (SACOD), who while 
maintaining their independence as organisations, worked together to address the undermining of 
their rights by white South Africans (Everatt 2009). 
 
The ANC initiated a number of defiance campaigns which also included the 1952 anti-pass 
campaigns which were marked by the Sharpeville Massacre and this single event caused the 
turning point in the history of the struggle for liberation.  It was after this event that the ANC and 
other liberation organisations, like the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) started to consider a 
military response against the apartheid government.  The Congress Alliance members initiated a 
process of organising an assembly for the Congress of the People in 1955 in Kliptown in 
Johannesburg.  This would be the first national assembly to launch the Freedom Charter of South 
Africa (Everatt 2009).   
 
The process of organising for the Freedom Charter launch was transparent and inclusive.  It was 
a really non-racial process and involved members of all different racial groups and sectors 
especially the trade unions as led by South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU) which 
had also joined the Congress Alliance.  The process was truly non-racial and introduced a strong 
vigour for non-racialism as an ideology (Frederikse 1990).  The leaflet used to call on the people 
of South Africa to the Congress of the People had also an inclusive message:  “We call the 
people of South Africa, black and white – Let us speak together of freedom!” This message 
called on the farmers from reserves and trust lands; called on the miners of coal, gold and 
diamonds; called on workers of farms and forest; called on the workers of factories and shops; 
called the teachers; and various others to speak of freedom.  The leaflet went on to say: “Let us 
speak together, all of us together Africans and Europeans, Indians and Coloured.  Voter and 
voteless and many others...Let us speak together of freedom” (Frederikse 1990:62). 
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The opening line of the Freedom Charter bears testimony of the full commitment of the 
participants of the Congress of the People to non-racialism.  The opening line expressed as 
follows:  
We the people of South Africa, declare for all our country and the world to know:  That South 
Africa, belongs to all who live in it, black and white and that no government can justly claim 
authority unless it is based on the will of the people;.(Frederikse 1990:65)   
 
Again, other clauses of the Freedom Charter carry the same spirit of non-racialism.  Also, the 
third clause states that:  “All National Groups Have Equal Rights!”. These statements express 
total commitment by the liberation struggle leadership to non-racialism and common nationhood. 
The opening statement makes explicit the importance of South Africa as a nation of people who 
are not defined by race, but by their commitment to their residence within the common borders 
of the country. Thus the government must be representative of all the people residing in South 
Africa, who have equal rights including the right to vote in matters of governance.  
 
Indeed, on the 14th February 1982 on the occasion of the anniversary of the Frelimo Party in 
Mozambique the late ANC President Oliver Tambo stated that:  
We conceive of our country as a single, united, democratic and non-racial state, belonging to all who live in 
it, in which all shall enjoy equal rights, and in which sovereignty will come from the people as a whole, and 
not from a collection of bantustans and racial and tribal groupings organised to perpetuate minority power 
(Van Diepen 1989:116). 
 
With the adoption of the 1996 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, the commitment to 
non-racialism in a diverse context was also established with the statement: “We the people of 
South Africa believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity”.  This 
statement defines the character of South Africa as a nation-state, that South Africa is a non-racial 
country where there is respect for different cultures, religions, languages, customs, beliefs and 
others. 
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 Jordaan (1988) posits that while Pixley Ka Seme could not assume the unity of the African 
people, however, his successors at the helm of the ANC would assume that it was an 
accomplished fact. It was indeed the beginning of a common national identity in South Africa. 
Pixley Ka Seme’s prophetic clarion call for unity of the people during the launch of the ANC in 
1912, started to bear fruit in 1994 when the new democratic South African nation-state was 
inaugurated. 
 
2.4. Apartheid legislations: their impact 
 
Although South Africa has broken the chains of institutionalised racism, segregation and 
apartheid in general, however, the legacy of this system remains visible in the character of the 
society. South Africa is currently beset by structural economic inequality where a minority of the 
white population enjoined by a miniscule number of members from the black population 
occupies a large proportion of the South African economy, whilst the great majority that is 
predominantly black remains marginalised (Turok 1993:8). 
 
Through the plethora of apartheid legislations control of the South African economy is still 
dominated by the white population.  Among such legislations was the Group Areas Act (1950).  
Through this Act, no African, Indian and Coloured trader was allowed in the centre of a town or 
city; they were only allowed to trade in segregated areas. In 1954 the Natives Resettlement Act 
gave the state the power to remove Africans to separate townships.  Some of the first casualties 
were the African freehold areas of Western Johannesburg such as Sophiatown, whose inhabitants 
were relocated to the new township at Soweto in 1955 (Worden 1994:96). 
 
In 1953 The Bantu Education Act which deliberately prepared, through a uniform curriculum, 
students for little more than manual labour (Worden 994:96).  According to Christie and Collins 
(1984:173 cited in Worden 1994:96), Verwoerd, then Minister of Native Affairs, commented 
that many previous educators of Africans “misled them by showing them the green pastures of 
European society in which they are not allowed to graze”.   
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It is the consequence of such legislations that led to the unequal society that South Africa is and 
has caused it to be rated as one of the most unequal societies in the world.  According to Turok 
(1993:8) only 5% of all South Africans own 88% of the country’s wealth.   Further still 87% of 
the land is owned by 13% of the population and 50,000 white farmers own 85% of all 
agricultural land.  This situation has not changed substantially; research shows that the Gini co-
efficient for South Africa in 2007 was about 0.72, indicating a strong trend toward perfect 
inequality (Van Der Berg 2010). This in essence means Black people are not the major 
beneficiaries in the economy and most are marginalised, contributing mainly their labour and 
purchasing power.  
 
Unemployment is still unacceptably high despite the reduction of unemployment from 31% in 
2003 to 23% in 20089.  Unemployment is mainly concentrated among the youth, women, 
unskilled and black South Africans (The Dinokeng Scenarios 2008:24). Unemployment is 
closely linked to lack of skills and education.  Further according to The Dinokeng Scenarios 
(2008) there is very high association between poverty and joblessness.  They further highlight 
that unemployment in the lowest income quintile (fifth) is 72% as compared with just 7% in the 
top quintile (The Dinokeng Scenarios 2008:24). 
 
The above challenges remain some of the critical factors that contribute towards lack of social 
cohesion and nationhood. When Huntington (1991:209-210) discusses state and nation-
construction, he identifies three sets of problems in democratic consolidation.  The second of 
these set of problems is that of contextual problems which “…stemmed from the nature of 
society, its economy, culture and history, and were in some degree endemic to a country, 
whatever its form of government.”  These may include high levels of mass poverty, cultural and 
ethnic divisions and overextended economies.  Irrespective of who created these problems at 
some point, however, the new regime must deal with these problems in such away that the 
political citizenry can ensure a democratic dispensation (Steyn-Kotze 2010). 
                                                 
9 The study uses the official unemployment rates, although the broader interpretation of unemployment places the 
statistic at 49 %.   
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 In the main, South Africa is characterised by such contextual problems as; general inequality and 
the perception of exclusivity politics. For example, the introduction of affirmative action policy 
is viewed as a double-edged sword. The lack of affirmative action caused resentment and its 
existence today does the same, as white people and minority groups feel unwanted.  For black 
African people an inferiority complex born out of 300 years of colonialism and racial oppression 
is still deeply ingrained.  These cause low inter-group trust as racial inequality still persists (The 
Dinokeng Scenarios 2008:20). 
 
The will and total commitment to build one nation across racial or class divides is the pre-
requisite to build one common sense of nationhood. For South Africa to ensure the development 
of a common national identity it has to ensure the delivery of the basic needs to the majority that 
have been marginalised for so many decades.  Unless the root causes of unemployment, abject 
poverty and lack of skills are dealt with, inequality shall persist and common national identity 
shall remain a far distant target to reach. 
 
About 13 million people have now been included in the safety net of social grants; therefore, 
poverty remains a deep and daunting challenge.  About 40% of households still live below a 
poverty line estimated by the National Treasury to be about R480 per person per month.   
The rapid growth of the Black middleclass has meant that inequality, as measured by the Gini – 
co-efficient, has risen among Black people, from 0.55 in 1994 to 0.59 in 2008.  Inequality 
between White and Black people has remained roughly the same, increasing slightly from 0.67 
in 1994 to 0.68 in 2008 (The Dinokeng Scenarios 2008:26). 
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 2.5. Conclusion 
This chapter has traced the origins of the racial polarisation of the population in South Africa. 
Beginning with the arrival of the Dutch at the Cape in 1652 the chapter explored the encounter 
between the European colonisers and the indigenous communities of South Africa. The issue of 
white supremacy was discussed in this chapter in relation to its impact on these encounters and 
the ongoing colonisation of South Africa. The chapter also addressed the development of the 
Afrikaner nation and its language vis á vis the other colonists of European origin and the 
indigenous people. The response of the indigenous people and those not of European provenance 
to oppression and discrimination was described with the culmination being the establishment of 
the ANC, and its allies and the development of the Freedom Charter. The chapter also identifies 
some of the negative effects of apartheid polices. Finally the chapter illustrates the fruition of the 
Freedom Charter in a democratic South Africa, as enshrined in The Constitution of the Republic 
of South Africa, of 1996. 
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 CHAPTER 3 
THEORIES OF NATIONAL IDENTITY 
 
This chapter will focus broadly on the theory of national identity and its various components.  
Identity in general is interpreted as being personal and collective. The discussion will draw on 
lessons of different aspects of national identity from other countries within the African continent 
such as Rwanda and Nigeria. What is of concern in this chapter is collective identity.  The 
difference between the two (i.e. personal and collective) seems rather simple.  Collective identity 
has as its referent ‘we’, in other words, some social and collective formation.  Contrary to this, 
‘I’ serves as the referent of personal or individual identity. Individual identity is the basis for the 
formation of collective identity (Kaunismaa 1995). Belibar and Wallerstein’s (1991) articulation 
makes this point more explicit as he says: “All identity is individual…but there is no individual 
identity that is not historical or, in other words, constructed within a field of social values, norms 
of behaviour and collective symbols” (Belibar and Wallerstein 1991:94). 
 
Individuals are either brought together from diverse geographical origins, as in nations formed 
by immigration or else are brought mutually to recognize one another within a historical frontier 
which contains them all (Belibar and Wallerstein 1991). A model of unity as a people must 
anticipate that the people could be mobilised to confront death collectively during wartime.  This 
model of unity presupposes the constitution of a specific ideological form. This ideological form 
is akin to a seedbed from which national identity germinates (Belibar and Wallerstein 1991).  
Therefore the discussion will elaborate on this view in what follows.    
 
As this unity felt within the polity grew it did not suppress other perceived differences.  
However, as Belibar and Wallerstein (1991) point out, perceived differences became relativised 
and subordinated to the dominant ideological framework of national identity; that differences 
become a symbolic difference in an intricate relationship between what is perceived as 
‘ourselves’ and ’foreigners’. The ideological framework that drives national identity is referred 
to as patriotism or nationalism (Belibar and Wallerstein 1991:94).  
 40
 The African National Congress as a current governing political party in South Africa articulates 
its approach to the construction of national identity and nation building as  
“…in the first place, it is about the liberation of blacks in general and Africans in particular.  
Secondly, it is a struggle to create a non-racial, non-sexist, democratic and united South Africa.  
Thirdly, it is the quest for a single, united South African nation with a common overriding 
identity” (African National Congress 2005). 
 
This chapter outlines some of the themes that will be used to explicate national identity and its 
various components. The terms or themes this chapter focuses on are: nation- state, nation, 
national identity and ethnicity. A clear understanding of these four terms and how they relate to 
one another is crucial for a comprehensive discourse on national identity.   
 
3.1. Nation-state: 
 
The discussion on national identity is essentially located within the context of the state.  People 
understand politics, power, and even government in general as being associated with the state. 
According to Coulter (1984:31), most people have a general understanding of the state in terms 
of a relatively well defined piece of territory inhabited by a group of people who have been 
traditionally associated with that territory.  These people have been governed by some institution 
to which they ascribe varying degrees of loyalty and they recognise its authority over them. Thus 
for Coulter (1984), there are three basic ingredients of the state: bounded territory, a unified 
population and a government.   
 
Jean Bodin’s (1985) definition of the state encapsulates the concept of sovereignty.  Jean Bodin 
(1985), defined the states as: “a lawful government, with sovereign power, of different 
households and their common affairs” (Bodin cited by Ebenstein 1985:349).  Bodin and other 
philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean Jacques Rousseau played a crucial role in 
introducing different theories like social contract theory which led to the conclusion of the 
process of the formation of state.  However, it was during the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 that 
the first secular state was formed (Coulter 1984:44). 
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 The introduction of the concept of sovereignty changed the picture with regard to the power of 
the state; it became more powerful than the feudal state which preceded it.  It soon became 
known as the nation-state.  As the state was initially defined to be comprised of three elements as 
mentioned earlier, the introduction of sovereignty as the fourth element made the nation-state the 
most powerful entity.  According to Coulter (1984:46), there was no structure superior to the 
government of the state.   
 
The nation-state became powerful by the definition of sovereignty that Jean Bodin provides; that 
it was essentially an “absolute, indivisible and complete power”, (Bodin cited in Ebenstein 
1985:349). The concept evolved in modern times as the simple idea of sovereign independence 
with popularly elected parliaments. Within the context of the nation-state, sovereignty is wielded 
by those deemed to have legitimacy and authority from the people.  
 
It was the nation-states of Europe that reached the technological level that enabled them to 
conquer the rest of the world through colonisation.  Ultimately, Africa and Asia and the entire 
western hemisphere were colonised.  In the same fashion, all colonies which later gained 
freedom like South Africa in Africa and other colonies in the remaining continents maintained 
the kind of nation-states characterised the by the sovereignty concept (Coulter 1984).   
 
The apartheid nation-state was the opposite of a modern state as defined by Hastings (2007:3) as 
“a state which identifies itself in terms of one specific nation whose people are not seen simply 
as ‘subjects’ of the sovereign but as a horizontally bonded society to whom the state in a sense 
belongs”.  Another modernist Guibernau (1996:47) brings a similar definition but introduces 
other relevant new elements where he says the nation-state is a 
…modern political institution, characterised by the formation of a kind of state which has the 
monopoly of what it claims to be, the legitimate use of force within a demarcated territory and 
seeks to unite the people subjected to its rule by means of cultural and linguistic 
homogenisation.   
 
Therefore South African apartheid state did not homogenise the population but rather 
monopolised the use of force to divide and oppress people. The South African state did not have 
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popular legitimacy since the majority of the population was disenfranchised and its use of force 
was illegitimate. In addition, the apartheid state based its sovereignty on minority support rather 
than that of the majority through a legitimate vote. The challenge for the democratic South 
African state is to develop a common national identity based on the concepts discussed here. 
 
3.2. Nation: 
The term nation can be described as being derived from the Latin word natio: a being born, from 
natus, past participle of nasci: to be born and refers to the “nation” as a human group conscious 
of forming a community, sharing a common culture, attached to a clearly demarcated territory 
having a common past and a common project for the future and claiming the right to rule itself 
(Guibernau 1996:47). 
 
It is relevant to also define what a nation-state is. Guibernau (1996:47) defines the nation-state as 
a: “modern political institution, characterized by the formation of a kind of state which has the 
monopoly of what it claims to be, the legitimate use of force within a demarcated territory and 
seeks to unite the people subjected to its rule by means of cultural and linguistic 
homogenization.”  
 
Flowing from Anderson’s definition presented in Chapter 1 it is also important to note that a 
nation can exist without territory of its own, as Jews existed and consequently Jews tended to 
regard their territory as a recent gift – a “promised land” and themselves as more often “strangers 
and sojourners” in the place where they might be (Scruton 1996:366).   
 
Within the context of analysing the South African nation the notion of race becomes quite 
important. No one can write about South African society and politics without expressing race. In 
the South African case study, generally reference is made to the four racial categories: African, 
white, coloured and South Africans of Asian origin (Indian).  Periodically, reference will be 
made to these terms as they constitute an embodiment of the terminology characterising the 
South African nation. (Wilmot and Lever in Gibson 2004:24) concur by stressing that: “the use 
of these categories is unavoidable given the fixity that they have come to acquire both in popular 
consciousness and official business”.  The use of these racial terminologies may differ from the 
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way in which they are understood in other societies therefore this necessitates the understanding 
of historical development of these terms. This understanding will enhance better understanding 
of the complexity of common national identity discussions in South Africa.  As the youth of 
South Africa currently forms a large percentage of the South African population, it is therefore 
significant to analyse their loyalty and commitment to the development of common nationhood 
and national identity vis-à-vis their loyalty to a specific racial sub-identity.  The future stability 
and progress of different nations is determined by the youth who in our case are 28,9 % of the 
total population of South Africa according to Census 2011 statistics.  This is a significant figure 
in the South African case that cannot be ignored in the project to construct a cohesive common 
national identity.   
 
3.3. National identity: 
Finally, one of the most important terms that we have to define is national identity.  Guibernau 
(1996:47) says national identity is: “based upon the sentiment of belonging to a specific nation, 
endowed with its own symbols, traditions, sacred places, ceremonies, heroes, heroines, history, 
culture and territory”. 
 
Generally, once states receive recognition as a sovereign entity, states frequently find themselves 
subsequently exposed and threatened by both internal disintegration and external aggression 
(Guibernau 1996).  These threats are in most cases lessened by the development of national 
commitment of the polity to the state.  Governments in power have an interest in promoting this 
attitude, as do all sorts of subgroups within the state.  It could be argued that in many stable and 
consolidated democracies the national sentimental commitment of the polity to the state is the 
main contributor towards such social cohesion (Belibar and Wallerstein 1991:82). It is this 
national sentiment that forms the collective identity known as national identity.   
 
Two major implications derive from a commitment by the polity to the state. First, a common 
national identity favours the creation of solidarity bonds among the members of a given 
community, which they belong to as separate and distinct from others.  Second, individuals 
internalise their values, beliefs, certain symbols, customs and language.  It is the fervent wish of 
those sharing common national identity to decide upon the political destiny of the nation to 
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which they belong (Guibernau 1996:669). Therefore, this national consciousness is the promoter 
of the sense of belonging to a political and social community which constitutes or wishes to 
constitute a nation organised as a state. In principle, national consciousness is independent of the 
existence of a nation-state, without national consciousness; however, a national movement would 
be doomed to failure (Alter, 1994:12).   
 
In the development of national consciousness, social groups emphasise the various 
commonalities mentioned above such as values, beliefs, language and certain symbols.  They 
dilute other local or universal political or religious ties that might impede national unity (Alter 
1994:12).  
 
National consciousness usually gives birth to nation-building which leads to nationhood.  An 
example of this evolutionary process is Italy.  After the Italians had succeeded in forming a 
nation-state in 1861, Massino d’Azeglio, the writer and former prime minister of Piedmont, 
mindful in particular of the conflict between Northern and Southern Italy, remarked “We have 
made Italy.  Now we have to make Italians”.  D’Azeglio was acutely aware that unification of a 
geographic nation-state did not automatically guarantee the existence of the nation (Alter 
1994:15).  In the case of democratic South Africa, catchphrases like “many cultures, one nation”, 
“rainbow nation at peace with itself and the world” and many others were advocated by post-
apartheid ANC government.  This is especially the case with the first President of democratic 
South Africa, Mr Nelson Mandela.  He adopted the first catchphrase; many cultures, one nation 
as a theme of his inauguration address as the President of democratic South Africa. This was an 
attempt to infuse enthusiasm for a new South African identity and strong sense of unity amongst 
South Africans.  
 
Continuity and differentiation from others are two fundamental characteristics that comprise the 
concept of national identity. Continuity springs from the conception of the nation as a 
historically rooted entity that project into the future.  Differentiation stems from the 
consciousness of forming a community with a distinctive shared culture attached to a concrete 
territory, both elements leading to the distinction between members and “strangers”, “the rest”, 
“the outsiders” (Guibernau 1996:669). An example of this process can be depicted by the 
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creation of the Afrikaner nation which viewed itself as a community that has divine authority 
which empowers it to continue governing in South Africa as the superior race.  They viewed the 
black community in general as an inferior race that has to serve the so called ‘superior race’.   
The Afrikaners built their ‘nation’ by cultivating a common culture and a shared vision of 
apartheid philosophy. 
 
Strategies generally employed by the state in its pursuit of a single national identity capable of 
uniting its citizens are, according to Guibernau (2011:25):  
 
1. The construction and dissemination of a certain image of the nation often based upon 
the dominant nation or ethnic group living within the state’s boundaries and 
comprising a common history, a shared culture and a demarcated territory. 
2. The creation and spread of a set of symbols and rituals charged with the mission of 
reinforcing a sense of community among citizens.  Since national identity is essentially 
an abstraction it therefore does not exist in the physical, measurable or empirical 
world.  Nevertheless, it has to be concretised for it to be taught and realised.  
According to Coulter (1984:55) this national sentiment can be taught in the same way 
that other abstractions are taught – through symbols as mentioned above.   
3. Perhaps the greatest symbol of the nation-state is its flag.  In April 1994 South Africa’s 
new national flag reflective of the colours of the rainbow was hoisted and flown by the 
South African Defence Force helicopter in a symbolic fly-past at Nelson Mandela’s 
inauguration as the first president of the democratic Republic of South Africa.  It 
became a popular bumper sticker and was planted on Mount Everest in 1996.  The 
beginning of the post-apartheid era was also symbolised by the creation of a new 
national crest at the heart of which is a reminder of the long history of a contested, 
shared landscape.  This coat of arms carried a simple motto –   !Ke e:/xarra//ke10  .  
The national anthem is one of the most important symbols that nations hold dearly and 
again a new national anthem was introduced which has verses of four national 
language groups that is Nguni, Sotho, Afrikaans and English. Perhaps this is one of the 
few if not the only national anthem in the world sung in four national languages. The 
                                                 
10 Unity in diversity 
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national celebrations of certain important historic days is another symbol that is 
respected by the South African nation-state as they celebrate and commemorate these 
important days for example the celebration of Freedom Day on the 27th April, Human 
Rights Day on the 21st March, The Day of Reconciliation on the 16th December, 
Heritage Day on the 24th September and many other celebrated national public 
holidays. These celebrated days serve to create a bond of unity amongst all South 
Africans and contribute significantly to the creation of cohesive nationhood and 
national identity.  This was contrary to similar symbols that characterised the period of 
the apartheid state as all of such symbols were more exclusive rather than inclusive.  
4. The advancement of citizenship involving a well-defined set of civil and legal rights, 
political rights and duties, and socio-economic rights.  The state by conferring rights 
upon its members favours the rise of sentiments of loyalty towards itself.  It also 
establishes a crucial distinction between those included and those excluded from 
community of citizens. In other words, it denotes the differentiation between those who 
are entitled to certain rights and those deprived of them, within the boundaries of the 
state.  Indeed, the Restoration of Citizenship Act of 1993 enacted the political 
recognition of the black population as South African citizens; a status that was denied 
to them from 1970 until 1993.  Inclusive citizenship further evolved at an institutional 
level through the 1996 South African Constitution, which guarantees basic human 
rights to all South Africans. It emphasises exclusivity of all cultures as it advocates for 
unity and diversity of cultures.  The fundamental objective of this Constitution is that 
South Africa belongs to all who live in it, both black and white.  Citizenship was 
therefore extended to all South Africans, regardless of race; a privilege that only the 
white community enjoyed as they exclusively held legal rights and were seen as the 
only citizens of the Republic of South Africa. It was also within this context that the 
apartheid government introduced Bantu education as an inferior system of education 
deserved by those that were viewed as inferior (Africans).  The Afrikaner elite and 
their children therefore benefited from the best system of education as against inferior 
Bantu education. 
5. The creation of common enemies, and the waging of war has proven crucial to the 
engendering and consolidation of a sense of community among citizens united against 
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an external threat, whether it is it imminent, potential or invented.  The Afrikaner 
apartheid government used this sentiment by introducing terms like ‘die swart gevaar’ 
11and ‘die rooi vlag12’. These terms were meant to instil fear about the danger of the 
possibility of a black majority rule and the introduction of communism that will spell 
doom and danger for the white community in South Africa particularly the Afrikaners.  
This was a strategy of mobilising support through instilling fear, for their continued 
existence of apartheid government. All this changed after the democratic government 
came into being. 
6. The progressive consolidation of national education and media systems as key 
instruments in the dissemination of a particular image of the nation with symbols and 
rituals, values, principles, traditions and ways of life, its common enemies, and, even 
more crucially, a clear cut definition of how a good citizen should be defined.  An 
example of this during the apartheid South Africa was the introduction of a newspaper 
like Die Burger and magazines like Huisgenoot and various other means of 
communication both electronic and print.  In the current South Africa new programs 
have been introduced by the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) and one 
of those is called Simunye.  This word is of Nguni language and it means togetherness 
or unity as the program is meant to develop unity amongst all South Africans.   
 
Nationalism is also an important political concept and process that has to be understood to 
complete the picture of the trajectory towards national identity.   
According to Alter (1994), nationalism is the modern political force for those yearning for 
freedom from subjugation. This modern political force (nationalism) could best aptly be 
expressed by Prince Alexander Ypsilantis, one of the leading personalities of the Greek 
independence movement, as he penned a passionate appeal to his compatriots in February 1821 
at the beginning of the Greek revolt against Ottoman rule.  He wrote: 
                                                 
11 The term ‘the black danger’ was used to justify the oppression of the black population, who was painted as 
communists seeking to take over a “democratic” South Africa.   
12 The term means ‘the red flag’, commonly used to refer to the imminent communist danger that the African 
National Congress and other liberation movements posed to apartheid South Africa.   
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Just raise your eyes, comrades!  Behold your pitiful condition your desecrated temples, your 
daughters delivered up to the lust of barbarians, your plundered houses, your devastated fields, 
you yourselves living as wretched slaves!  Has the time not come for you to throw off this 
unbearable yoke and free the fatherland?  Cast aside all that is alien, wave the flag, make the 
sign of the cross and you will surely triumph and save fatherland and our religion from the 
blasphemy of the pagans (Alter 1994:16) 
 
Ypsilantis’ appeal as cited by Alter (1994:16) is a typical example of the aspirations that 
demonstrate the force of nationalism.  The colourful rhetoric that accompanied the argument was 
repeated with minor variations in the programmes of other movements.  In the South African 
context such statements of nationalism are well illustrated by the statements as articulated by Mr 
Nelson Mandela.  Below are some examples to illustrate this point.  These statements were made 
during the liberation struggle and in Mandela’s capacity as the first democratic President of 
South Africa.    
 
"We are not anti-white, we are against white supremacy … we have condemned racialism no matter by 
whom it is professed," Nelson Mandela, defense statement during the Treason Trial, 1961. 
 
"I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the 
ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons will live together in harmony with equal 
opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for, and to see realized. But my Lord, if needs be, it is an 
ideal for which I am prepared to die." Nelson Mandela, defense statement during the Rivonia Trial, 1964. 
Also repeated during the closing of his speech delivered in Cape Town on the day he was released from 
prison 27 years later, on 11 February 1990."Never, never and never again shall it be that this beautiful land 
will again experience the oppression of one by another…" Nelson Mandela, Inaugural Address, Pretoria 9 
May 1994. 
 
"Our single most important challenge is therefore to help establish a social order in which the freedom of the 
individual will truly mean the freedom of the individual. We must construct that people-centred society of 
freedom in such a manner that it guarantees the political liberties and the human rights of all our citizens." 
Nelson Mandela, speech at the opening of the South African parliament, Cape Town 25 May 1994. 
 
Such statements appeal to the solidarity of the people and willingness of individuals to sacrifice 
themselves for a greater good usually within the bounds of the national community or polity.  As 
they get circulated and repeated through different generations they serve to build and strengthen 
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a sustained common national identity because these statements serve to enhance the citizens’ 
sense of active participation in the state and their identity as members of the state.  
 
3.4. Ethnicity and its manipulation: 
This section will begin by defining ethnicity and later illustrate how ethnic social groups get 
manipulated for the benefit of those in authority both during colonialism and post-colonialism. 
Defining ethnicity and identifying peoples’ ethnic affiliation are often elusive and controversial 
tasks; according to Haynes (2005:162), recent scientific research suggests that even race, the 
most physically obvious of ethnic distinctions, has little biological significance.13 In this section 
we shall identify a few cases of manipulation of ethnic sentiments within a few countries in 
Africa and including South Africa and the impact on national identity. 
 
Haynes (2005:161) defines an ethnic group as “a group of people bound together by a belief of a 
common kinship and group distinctiveness, often reinforced by religion, language, and history”.  
Haynes further states that: “Ethnicity is a shared identity that brings people together while setting 
them apart from other groups in their proximity,” Haynes (2005:161).  Generally, the group’s 
specific sense of identity has an objective basis.  For example in South Africa, blacks and whites 
do have different physical characteristics; however, so do Chinese and Malays in Singapore.   
 
Juma (2002:3) explains ethnicity as a sense of ethnic identity consisting of the subjective, 
symbolic or emblematic use by a group of people of any aspect of culture in order to create 
internal cohesion and differentiate themselves from other groups.  Juma (2002) further argues 
that, in the contemporary debate on ethnicity, consensus has emerged on two key features:   
One concerns the formation of ethnic identities and the other the function ethnicity performs in 
contemporary setting.  It has been argued that ethnic identities are social constructs defined by 
the historical conditions in which they emerge.  The first feature, formation, postulates that 
ethnic identity is based on ethnic groups which can be referred to as a historically formed 
aggregate of people having a real or imaginary association, a specified territory, shared cluster 
of beliefs and values connoting its distinctiveness in relation to similar groups and recognised 
as such by others.” (Juma 2002:3) 
 
                                                 
13 DNA, for example differs little across race.    
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In many cases such as Rwanda, South Africa and Nigeria, it has been observed that in various 
countries of the world that colonialism played a central role in dividing indigenous communities 
into different ethnic groups in order to continue to take control of their territory by weakening 
their unity as a population. Populations that for many years were united and regarded themselves 
as one community suddenly were now divided as they were introduced to new shared cluster of 
beliefs and values.  These values connoted their distinctiveness in relation to similar groups and 
were recognised as such by others.  This process of ethnic manipulation by the coloniser is best 
articulated by Mamdani (2010) on the crime of colonialism.  He explains that the great crime of 
colonialism went beyond expropriating the native, the name the coloniser gave to the indigenous 
population. For Mamdani (2010), the greater crime was to politicise indignity: first negatively as 
a settler of the native; but then positively, as a native response, as a self assertion. Mamdani 
(2010) calls for the logic of genocide to be understood from the world set up by colonialism. 
 
To illustrate this manipulation let us take a South African case study during colonialism period 
between the 17th and the 20th century.  For the full control of the South African territory by the 
white Afrikaner community/apartheid which may be translated as separateness swept this 
country.  This came to being as a result of the electoral victory of the Afrikaner National Party in 
1948 in whites only national general elections.  As a system apartheid sought to codify racism 
and implement a system based on racial hierarchy.  It found it natural to construct racial 
categories for all South Africans: blacks (or Africans), whites, coloured people, and those of 
Indian origin.  Apartheid was manifest in a body of legislation defining racial groups and 
delineating many of crucial aspects of people’s lives. 
 
According to Gibson (2004:31), one such legislation was the Population Registration Act of 
1950 which established these four racial groups:  for example:  a white person is one who is in 
appearance, obviously white – and not generally accepted as coloured, or who is generally 
accepted as white – and is not obviously non-white, provided that a person shall not be classified 
as a coloured person or a Bantu.  A Bantu is a person who is, or is generally accepted as a 
member of any aboriginal race or tribe of Africa.  A coloured is a person who is not a white 
person or a Bantu (Truth and Reconciliation Commission (1998, Vol.1, Ch.2, Sect.26, p 30 as 
cited by Gibson 2004:31). 
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 One’s rights and responsibilities under the apartheid system were defined by one’s race, as 
established by law.  Primarily, apartheid’s aim was the total separation of blacks and whites.  To 
achieve this goal, South Africa established the so-called Bantustans as areas where various 
blacks (Africans) were allowed to reside as different ethnic groups.  South Africa was balkanised 
into some of the following ethnic homelands:  KwaVenda, Transkei, Ciskei, Bophuthatswana, 
KwaNdebele, KwaZulu, QwaQwa, and Gazankulu amongst others.  Apartheid never sought the 
expulsion of coloured people and those of Asian origin from the territory of the country, and 
indeed later reforms of this system in 1983 provided for separate parliamentary chambers for 
whites, coloured people, and those of Indian origin. However during this time Africans were 
never recognised as citizens of the Republic of South Africa (Gibson 2004:31). 
 
The Afrikaner leadership in different ways sought to perpetuate the political dominance of the 
Afrikaner even over English.  For example, according to Appel (1973:67), D.F. Malan’s 
philosophy was based on the belief that only Afrikaner authority could preserve and further 
develop Afrikaner ideals. 
 
The Afrikaner National Party leadership’s political platform was: “the divine guidance of God, 
freedom of language, freedom of historical interpretation, freedom of religion and custom, the 
use of the Afrikaans language in the Government as well as in commerce and industry, and no 
mixing of the races” (Appel 1973:68).  This political platform ensured the continued dominance 
of the Afrikaner as a super white ethnic group.   
 
Therefore, contemporary South Africa is characterised by this apartheid “memory” that 
continues to restrict the development of trust and allegiance in the new political dispensation and 
its institutions. It is the unravelling of the effects of this apartheid “memory” to the younger 
generation that is necessary to understand, specifically the negative and/or positive contribution 
of such memory to the creation of common national identity in a post-apartheid South Africa. 
 
Another example of manipulation could be illustrated by the evolution of Nigerian federal 
government.  In the 1950’s and 1960’s Nigeria had only three regions dominated by major ethnic 
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groups, later various minority groups rose up in protest against their marginalisation (Garuba 
2001:15). During the ensuing civil war in Nigeria, the federal government manipulated the 
situation and broke the regions into twelve states with the aim of enticing minority groups for 
their support and to allay their continued fear of marginalisation.  This situation opened a 
proverbial Pandora’s Box. According to Garuba (2001), for local communities this situation 
created a “resounding resurgence”, appealing to new states to be created to match their own local 
sense of themselves as different and distinct.  Nigeria now has thirty-nine states, and demands 
for the creation of more states have not abated. This situation was launched by the British 
colonisers because they recognised certain ethnic groups as superior to others, and they were 
therefore given a higher status in terms of recognition by the British colonial government 
(Garuba 2001:15). 
 
The Rwandan case study becomes relevant in this context as articulated by Steyn-Kotze 
(2010:14): “As a testament to the devastating effects of colonial construction of identities and the 
role of “predatory leaders”.  The Belgians who were the colonisers of Rwanda favoured the 
Tutsi, who was seen as being more “physically attractive” than the Hutu. Steyn-Kotze further 
stated that it was widely acknowledged that the social system based on patron-clientism, was 
sufficient in ensuring peace as it allowed for some degree of social mobility between the higher 
Tutsi class and the lower Hutu class.  However, the colonial regime, in an effort to consolidate its 
rule, enforced legislation to create a more rigid social pyramid of Rwandan community.  This 
resulted in identity cards being issued with ethnic labels and preferential treatment for the Tutsis 
with respect to education, white collar jobs and chiefly positions in local administration, (Ajulu 
2007:291, as cited in Steyn-Kotze 2010:14).  These circumstances lead in part to the creation of 
high ethnic tensions that finally resulted in the killing (genocide) of eight hundred thousand 
Tutsis and moderate Hutus (Swart and Solomon 2004 cited in Steyn-Kotze 2010:114). 
 
Mamdani (2010:14) proceeds to say:  
…the world of the settler and the native, a world organised around a binary preoccupation that was as 
compelling as it was confining.  It is in this context that the Tutsi, a group with a privileged relationship to 
power before colonialism, got constructed as a privileged alien settler presence, first by the great nativist 
revolution of 1954, and by Hutu power propaganda after 1990. For the Hutu who killed, the Tutsi was a 
settler, not a neighbour.   
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Mamdani (2010:14) refuses to accept these identities as given, thus as a starting point of 
analysis, the question becomes; when and how was the Hutu made into a native identity and 
Tutsi into settler identity?  For Mamdami, the analytical challenge is to understand the historical 
dynamic through which Hutu and Tutsi came to be synonyms for native and settler.  Therefore, 
one can conclude that Mamdami’s observation is made within the context of modern 
colonialism, failure to transcend the identities of native and settler, is at the heart of the crisis of 
citizenship in postcolonial Africa.   
 
The above lessons give a vivid picture of how ethnicity can be manipulated by various political 
leaders. Although constitutions, in most cases, create an environment for a non-racial society 
especially for post-colonial and post-oppressive regimes, however, the labels and categories of 
the oppressive era have been internalised in most cases by political leaders, administrative 
bureaucrats and the people at large. In the case of the bureaucrats, these predatory leaders 
manipulate ethnic sentiments to leverage power and material resources in their favour. These 
lessons are to be taken heed of by South Africans.  Although in South Africa currently there are 
denials of similar incidences of promotion of individuals because of their ethnicity, the fact of 
the matter is that these perceptions have a negative effect on the unity of the nation. These 
perceptions culminate into loss of respect, loyalty and commitment by the citizens against their 
government. 
 
3.5. National identity and culture: 
 
Geertz as cited by Turaki (1991:123) defines culture as follows: “Culture denotes a historically 
transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions 
expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop 
their knowledge about an attitude toward life”. According to Geertz, three important concepts 
emerge from this definition of culture (a) culture is an ordered system of meaning; (b) culture is 
an ordered system of symbols; and, (c) culture is an ordered system of conception. People’s 
system of meanings, symbols, and conceptions will all affect and influence modernising 
processes and social interactions in society. Turaki (1991:125) further states that, culture, could 
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be viewed as the framework of beliefs, expressive symbols and values in terms of which 
individuals define their world, express their feelings and make their judgement. 
 
Miller (1995:25) states that for a nation to have national identity there are  a few constituting 
components it needs to bear and one of the such important factors will have to be what he terms 
a “common public culture”. This common public culture will be explained in the following 
paragraphs.  
 
Swartz (2010:1-2) articulates that, “culture and identity are closely bounded, as identities are 
formed in and through a variety of culturally-mediated experiences”.  One can therefore conceive 
that every modern nation-state builds its common national identity based on its cultural 
components as expressed by different people of who may be inhabitants of a particular nation-
state. Some of these cultural components are cultured institutions, representations and symbols 
that people can identify with. These cultural components which include new concepts, languages 
and symbols give rise to nationalism which is an ideological movement for attaining and 
maintaining the autonomy, unity, and identity of a nation.  Therefore culture serves a twofold 
role in the construction of a nation.  It constructed an image and conveyed a notion of national 
identity and demonstrates the existence of a nation-state, a civilised nation (Anderson 2006). 
 
In this context this discussion will reflect on the tensions created by colonialism and apartheid on 
the social structure and culture.  During this era of colonialism as described by Peter Ekeh as 
cited by Turaki (1991:130) in the following words: “The colonial period is unmatched in our 
history in the growth and development of institutions, constructs and social processes”.  He 
grouped the resulting social formations into three types:  There are those social structures that are 
the transformations of pre-colonial indigenous institutions, which in their transformed states, 
operate within the new meanings and symbols of colonialism.  According to Turaki (1991:130), 
“the moral and social order which formerly encased the pre-colonial indigenous institutions was 
burst by social forces of colonialism and they seek new anchors in the changed milieu of 
colonialism”. 
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To illustrate the South African situation as it related to the above category of transformed social 
structure one can link this to the undermining of vernacular languages of the indigenous 
communities by the apartheid government.  This has resulted in poor academic performance by 
learners and the lack of production of written material in indigenous languages.  In addition, the 
negation of traditional sports and a national history that was distorted supported the notions of 
inferior and superior races in philosophies of colonialism and apartheid. 
 
The other important aspect to further illustrate the transformed value system and social structure 
by colonialism is the attitude of Africans to property. According to Biko (2008:47),  
African society had the village community as its basis.  Africans always believed in having 
many villages with a controllable number of people in each rather than the reverse...Hence 
most things were jointly owned by the group, for instance there was no such thing as individual 
land ownership.  Land belonged to the people... 
 
He also refers to the aspect of the cultural way of life of the pre-colonial indigenous 
communities:  “We believe in the inherent goodness of man.  We enjoy man for himself”.  (Biko 
2008:46). 
 
The second social formation according to Turaki (1991:130), is:  Migrated social structures and 
constructs which were almost literally parcelled from metropolitan centres of the imperial West 
to Africa.  Examples of such imported constructions can be found in the concept of liberal 
democracy with its peculiar Western connotations; including the establishment of a state 
bureaucracy and elected parliaments, amongst others. These were imported wholesale from 
Europe. 
 
The third group of social formations produced by colonialism are those that have been produced 
and originated by the colonialism. These can be deemed hybrid social structures, as they were 
generated through the space-and-time span of colonialism.  Some of these structures are 
urbanisation in Africa, the social formation of ethnic groups and ethnicity constructed through 
the colonial system.   
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Given this socio-cultural phenomenon, thus the problem of colonisation in Africa must be 
understood within the social dynamic of ongoing dialectical interaction between social values 
and social structures through the human agent (Turaki 1991:131). 
 
In the context of historical evolution of the South African national identity with the arrival of the 
Dutch traders in 1652, South Africa has been going through the process of acculturation as well 
as deculturation.  Deculturation process for in South Africa the process of fusion of cultures has 
been one-sided, as conceptualised in the study.  The fusion was between two major cultures, that 
of African culture and the Anglo-Boer culture. According to Biko (2008:45) “Whereas the 
African culture was unsophisticated and simple, the Anglo-Boer culture had all the trappings of 
colonialist culture and therefore was heavily equipped for conquest. Where it was impossible to 
convert, firearms were readily available and used to advantage”. This is where the Africans lost 
control of continuity and sustenance of their culture. 
 
The coloniser sustained this process of undermining indigenous cultures whilst promoting the 
culture of the coloniser.  Thus it became necessary to conceptualise and depict the colonial other 
as an infantile, sexually licentious savage in order to justify continued economic exploitation, 
surveillance and the ruthless wielding of power (Young 2009:350). Shohat (1991:45cited in 
Young 2009), using the example of film making, posits that “Western cinema not only inherited 
and disseminated colonial discourse, but also created a system of domination through 
monopolistic control of film distribution and exhibition in much of Asia, Africa and Latin 
America”. 
 
It was in this contest of class of cultures and also because of oppression and exploitation of the 
black people in general and Africans in particular that black consciousness philosophy was 
introduced by Steve Biko and other leaders during the early seventies.  Biko indicated that 
therefore black consciousness is 
the realisation by the black man of the need to rally together with his brothers around the cause 
of their operation, the blackness of their skin, and to operate as a group in order to rid 
themselves of the shackles that bind them to perpetual servitude.  It seeks to demonstrate the lie 
that black is an aberration from the ‘normal’ which is white (Biko 2008:53).   
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It is this philosophy that created a strong rebellion by blacks on every component of oppression, 
including Western culture. When dealing with past colonialism or oppression Frantz Fanon 
(1998) describes the process of deculturation which is crucial to understand prior to building 
what could be referred to as an inclusive culture. Fanon (1998:306) attests that during the 
oppressive era of colonialism people experience the destruction of cultural values, of ways of 
life.  In addition, during the process of enslavement, oppression or colonisation, systems of 
reference for the victims have to be broken. He asserts that expropriation, spoliation, raids and 
objective murder, are matched by the sacking of cultural patterns, or a least condition such 
sacking.  The social panorama of the oppressed people gets restructured; values are flaunted, 
crushed and emptied.  These lines of that nourished force of culture and values having been 
crushed means there is no more direction and cohesion.  The primordial values are by force 
replaced by a new system of values. The new are not proposed but affirmed and imposed by 
violence. 
 
However, Biko (2008:50) expressed a telling statement when he says:   
I am not here, making a case for separation on the basis of cultural differences.  I am 
sufficiently proud to believe that under normal situation, Africans can comfortably stay with 
people of other cultures and be able to contribute to the joint cultures of the communities they 
have joined.   
 
It is this cross pollination of cultures that is significant in the establishment of public culture or 
popular culture.  The synergy of the African culture and Western culture is what will give birth 
to national public culture. National integration in multi-cultural states like South Africa is 
untenable without an entrenched public culture because this comprises the values shared by all 
groups and constitutes the common grounds on which the diverse groups conceptualise and 
appreciate the state. National integration and its attached benefits like at democracy and political 
stability can be realized only with the development and entrenchment of a supportive public 
culture (Ikpe 2004:1).   
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 Linked to the quest for national public culture in a democratic South Africa in an attempt to 
provide direction with regard to common national identity, the concept of ubuntu becomes 
relevant.  This Nguni concept of Ubuntu; the Xhosa maxim umntu ngumntu ngabantu14  defines 
the individual in terms of their several relationship with others.  Ubuntu has been viewed as one 
of the founding principles of a new democratic South Africa and it intimately connected to the 
ideals of the African Renaissance.  The meaning of the concept could be better understood on the 
basis of its social values.  These social values are:  group solidarity, conformity, compassion, 
respect, human dignity, humanistic orientation and collective unity have, amongst others been 
defined as key social values of ubuntu, (Theron and Swart cited in Adibe 2009:158). This value 
system has definitely played a big role in the manner in which the national negotiations process 
was undertaken during the Congress for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA). It is this ubuntu 
spirit that informed the national amicable general consensus agreement that was reached to 
establish a new democratic South Africa. The national agreement was characterised by an 
inclusive approach and not a winner-takes-all approach hence the establishment of Government 
of National Unity after the April 1994 National General Elections. It is this value system that 
should characterise the South African national public culture and therefore be the cement that 
keeps the nation cohesive. The younger generation of the born-frees should benefit out of this 
way of life. 
 
According to Swartz (2010:1-2), “culture and identity are closely bounded, as identities are 
formed in and through a variety of culturally-mediated experiences”. Further explaining that,  
…we are all shaped by various cultural experiences, and in time, pass many of our cultural 
traits to our offspring.  In everyday life, we appropriate both individual identities as much as 
we take on collective or group identities, often, but not always, tied up with cultures.   
 
In concluding this section it is appropriate to reinforce the logic and importance of cultural 
diversity as a concept presented in the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa as an 
instrument of solidifying national identity.  In the South African context it is also logical to 
embrace the progressive form of multiculturalism as advanced by Swartz (2010:14) in order to 
                                                 
14 A person is a person through other persons 
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avoid the unintentional reproduction of a form of ‘apartheid logic’ that institutionalised 
separatism on the basis ‘race’ as was camouflaged through ‘separate development’, a component 
of apartheid system. 
 
In order to avoid the apartheid type of multiculturalism, it may be possible to “accept culture as a 
living, changing set of social relations and not biological fate...” Swartz (2010:14). In a country 
like South Africa where there has been categorisation of the society into various social groups on 
the basis of race it is necessary to be cautious on the approach on multiculturalism. 
 
Perhaps the current Republic of South Africa as a new modern nation-state with the emphasis on 
cultural diversity is like Salman Rushdie’s world as depicted in The Satanic Verses, the novel 
that attracted his fatwa.  Rushdie’s world in this novel is one which:  “celebrates hybridity, 
impurity, intermingling, the transformation... ” (cited by Kader Asmal 2009:10).  This is the 
world that the youth of South Africa, the born-frees in particular are wanting. Is this the kind of 
cultural diversity that will become their hallmark? 
 
3.6. National identity and citizenship: 
One of the most important elements in the discussion of national identity is to the citizenship 
issue.  In the context of South Africa’s nation-state, this topic is fundamentally important 
because during the apartheid era the black majority population experienced the ultimate 
degradation of being denied citizenship in the country of their heritage and birth. 
 
Various legislations were introduced to curtail most of the basic legal rights of the black 
majority.  Finally in 1970 the Black Homeland Citizenship Act was introduced.  Through this act 
all members of the African population were allotted citizenship of one of the ten autonomous 
territories based on their ethnicities.  This action by the apartheid government further increased 
the current challenges of nation-building and common national identity confronting South 
African nation-state.  To attempt to remedy this, the South African Citizenship Act grants South 
African citizenship to anyone who is born in South Africa, is a descendent of South African 
parents or who is naturalised as a South African citizen (Landsberg 2006:18). 
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 Mamdani (2010) reminds us that: “The apartheid project enforced bipolar identities of whites as 
racial and blacks as ethnic beings, welding together its beneficiaries – whether Afrikaners, 
English, German, Greek – into a single identity called ‘white’, while fragmenting its victims into 
so many minorities”.  This racial social engineering came about not only as a ‘political project’ 
but as an ‘intellectual project’ (Mamdani as cited by Landsberg 2006: 180).   
 
Until this point a common understanding of national identity as comprised of citizens of a 
specific nation state has been discussed as a  group that has shared history, culture, territory and 
perhaps has developed a common ideological framework or national consciousness now has the 
components of group national identity.  As individuals, members of the specific community are 
citizens of that community or nation state.  According to Miller (2005), who uses a republican 
conception of citizenship, citizenship should be understood as a set of rights and corresponding 
obligations enjoyed equally by everyone who is a citizen of the political community in question. 
The republican conception of citizenship places more emphasis on the active citizen who must 
participate in debates of shaping the future direction of the country in question.  To be a “citizen 
one must think and behave in a certain way:  one must have a sufficient measure of what the 
older republican tradition called public virtue” (Miller 2005:82). 
 
The republican conception of citizenship does recognise the idea of the importance of citizen 
rights and corresponding obligations enjoyed equally by everyone who is a citizen of a particular 
political community.  Some of the citizen rights as articulated by Miller (2005:82) are “rights to 
personal security, to freedom of speech, to vote and so forth; correspondingly one has an 
obligation to keep the law and generally not to interfere with others’ enjoyment of their rights”.  
This conception of citizenship is referred to as a liberal concept and could be found expressed in 
the now-classic exposition by T.H. Marshall (Miller 2005:82). 
 
The republican concept, by contrast, while not denying the importance of citizen rights and 
corresponding obligations, places more emphasis on the idea of active citizen who is expected to 
participate in the process of defending the rights of other members of political community and 
promotes its common interests. Another example could be a civil servant who blows the whistle 
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on some corrupt act of government at the possible cost of his or her career. Also under this 
category, there is someone who is ready to volunteer for public service when requested to do so 
or when the need arises.  Miller (2005:83).  Further, he identifies the fourth responsibility or role 
of the republican citizen as that of playing “active role in both the formal and informal arenas of 
politics.  Besides the formal expectation of voting out a corrupt administration and other similar 
cases, the citizen would also want to be identified with her community. She would also want to 
have a say in what it does (Miller 2005:83). 
 
So far, the nation-state has played a primary role as guarantor of its citizens’ rights and 
consequently contributed significantly in strengthening a sense of common national identity.  
However, as there is currently progressive diminishing of this traditional role of the state and its 
replacement by supranational institutions or regional institutions, there is the potential to weaken 
its citizens’ loyalty and therefore melting away a sense of common national identity. 
 
The republican concept of citizenship is an appropriate option for the South African nation-state. 
Faced by the challenge of suspicions and mistrusts amongst the people born of the erstwhile 
apartheid racial polarisation programme, this type of citizenship concept would serve to obviate 
such social ills.  The republican citizen in the context of contemporary South Africa would be a 
catalyst in bringing change to the desperate socio-economic imbalances caused by apartheid. The 
republican citizen would serve to nourish further some of the fundamental national identity 
ingredients like culture, symbols and many others.  For the younger generation that is the subject 
of discussion in this study it would be of benefit to be introduced into such republican citizenship 
ethos at the early age.   
 
3.7. Conclusion: 
This chapter has broadly explored the theory of national identity. It has included the various 
components that impact on national identity like the nation, the nation state, ethnicity, citizenship 
and culture, It also explained how these components have been used in Rwanda, Nigeria and 
South Africa to manipulate and invent identities for the sake of political interests and dominance. 
In the following chapter the actual experience of national identity among young South Africans 
in a democratic dispensation is explored. 
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Chapter 4 
BUILDING NATIONAL IDENTITY, FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS: 
THE CASE OF THE YOUTH BORN AFTER 1990 IN CAPE 
TOWN SCHOOLS 
 
The issue of national identity in the South African population is an important component for the 
sustenance and consolidation of a post-apartheid democracy. The understanding of the younger 
generation’s attitude and their commitment to a common national identity is extremely pertinent. 
Thus exploring the opinions and commitments of the youth born after 1990 is of critical 
importance.  For the purposes of the report the definition of the youth is as defined in terms of 
South Africa’s National Youth Commission Act (No. 19 of 1966), a youth is defined as an 
individual aged between 14 and 35. 
 
The investigation by the Human Science Research Council culminating in the Social Attitudes of 
South Africans reveals that youth attitudes to the ‘new’ South Africa, explore assessments of 
their position and optimism in it, and identify the resources which they possess to shape their 
future. According to this study, and a Mail and Guardian report that ‘born frees’, those children 
born into South Africa: 
 
This generation appears to be forging a new national identity that is independent of race.  
These findings suggest that the youth of the future may well be different, in terms of national 
consciousness and identity, to today’s youth SASA 2nd Report (2010:100).   
 
The chapter will demonstrate that this conclusion by SASA concurs with the findings and 
conclusions of the national identity that has been carried out throughout this current research 
work and supported by the cross-section of focus groups results undertaken in five schools. 
 
This section is comprised of the presentation and analysis of the data. A typical way to present 
qualitative research is to move through the data sequentially following the evolution of themes, 
(Ulin, Robinson, Tolley and McNeill 2002:178).  The grounded theory approach to the collection 
of the research data elicited complex findings, which speak to the issue of national identity. The 
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findings were organised and analysed in themes, which arose from the questions posed in the 
focus group discussions and from the findings. The themes are contained within three contexts, 
as set out in figure 1 below. 
3.
Economical
Context
1.
Social 
Context
2.  Political Context
Government 
Influence
 
Figure 1: The context and themes of data analysis 
 
Within these contexts, the study findings comprise the following themes: 
1. ‘South Africanness’ and national identity. 
2. Personal identity and national identity. 
3. Schooling and identity issues. 
4. Social activities and national identity. 
5. Race and non-racism. 
6. Unity in diversity and national identity.  
7. Gender and national identity. 
8. The government’s influence and what it should do. 
 
It is through the process of coding, sorting data and developing themes that the three contextual 
aspects of the data arose; social, political and economic. The significance of contextual 
understanding is borne out of one of five principles that guide qualitative analysis: “A social 
phenomenon cannot be understood outside its own context” (Ulin et. al. 2002:136).  
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4.1. ‘South Africanness’:  
 
The theme of ‘South Africanness’ reflects the issue of collective identity as opposed to that of 
individual identity. It responds to the question of “Who are we?” Thus the question seeks to 
define attributes of identity that qualify individuals as South African. According to Guibernau 
(2011:10), these attributes give subjects or “…actors a perception of belonging, a sense of 
temporal continuity and a capacity for self-reflection informing a process of constant re-
affirmation of one’s self-identity and differentiation from others”.  
 
When asked about ‘South Africanness’ it was found that the study participants emphasised the 
attributes as listed below as critical or of priority to categorise an individual as being South 
African: 
i) Knowing your roots and your history. 
ii) Being born in South Africa. 
iii) Living within the borders of South Africa and having official citizenship. 
iv) Embracing cultural diversity and African/South African culture. 
v) Embracing good values/Ubuntu. 
vi) Love and passion for the country. 
vii) Participate in activities – voting, observing national days of remembrance and supporting 
the country in national sports events   
 
While there were differences in the manner in which the participants responded to various 
questions posed to them, there was agreement with regard to how they defined who was a South 
African. Their definition of a South African citizen is one who should, reside within the 
country’s borders and secondly embrace diversity in cultures. These two characteristics are part 
of what keeps or binds a particular nation together.  They give the nation uniqueness relative to 
other communities or nations. 
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4.1.1. Knowing your roots and your history 
Participants in the focus group discussions indicated that having a sense of roots in South Africa 
and knowledge of the country’s history and their own personal history in the country helped to 
constitute their sense of what being South African was. 
 
A learner from School E focused on political history:  
Interviewer: “so can you give some examples of the beliefs or heritage or cultural issues that make you a 
South African” 
Learner: “Soweto uprising” 
Interviewer: “so that would be part of your heritage …ok … what is special to you about the Soweto 
uprising?” 
Learner: “the coloureds actually fought … not coloureds but like how the black people fought for 
their rights against white government” 
Participants remembered admirable and awesome experiences, but they also evoke dreadful 
moments of national humiliation and suffering. The reference to the 1976 Soweto Riots is one 
such reference, as it was both terrible in terms of suffering but also the turning point in terms of 
the struggle against apartheid as school going youth became actively involved. 
 
A learner from School C spoke of how having been born in South Africa and having been raised 
here influenced her identity even when living in a different country:  
I think it has a lot to do with where you have been brought up that for me influences mostly the 
fact that I know I am South African because I have been overseas and I have lived overseas for 
a couple of years and I have always still my accent changed and my skin tone changed from 
being in different climate but I still felt like I was South African and even though I had a 
different accent and people asked me where I was from I still told them South Africa … so that 
is because I was born in South African I think maybe my upbringing was in South African that 
that is how I feel. Its something that you cant really I can’t really describe it … its like deep 
down you know where you from like you know where your roots are just like if a child is 
brought up in different types of homes they know like the things that their parents have taught 
them and that is just how … it’s a cultural understanding. 
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 4.1.2. Being born in South Africa  
Learners spoke about the importance of being born in South Africa as contributing to their sense 
of being South African. This was so even for those whose parents were born in other countries. 
A learner from School E commented:  
If your parents originate from here then like you kind of bred … South African bred … but if 
you from overseas and you come here you [are] not South African but after a couple of years 
you know lawfully then you become a South African. 
 
A female learner from School B whose mother is from Malawi and stepfather is from Israel said: 
That is an issue for me as well because my parents are from Malawi when we go away and 
people asked me where I am from and, they [are] like ‘no you not’; you know my mom would 
say like ‘no you not South African’ (laughter). I am born here I have lived here most of my life 
so I see myself as South African; no, you, not your parents are from Malawi so you are also 
Malawian; no I am not. 
 
4.1.3. Living within the borders of South Africa and having official citizenship 
 
Learners from School C focused on the geographical aspect of belonging in a country:  
Learner: “living within the borders of South Africa (laughter) or having lived here previously” 
Interviewer: “ok so a geographical description” 
Learner: “I’d say that’s the predominant feature “ 
 
The documentation that allowed one to live within the borders of South Africa were also 
considered important, as described by a learner from School D:  
Learner: … it’s when you get all the rest of the South African kids (noise),for example, 
when you have an identity document and you have the right to do anything because foreigners 
don’t get those things that we South Africans can get … they get but not all of them … ja so 
when you are South African you are a person who get all those things that South Africans can 
get (noise); that is a South African 
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 The views of the study participants with regard to the definition of a South African concur with 
Miller’s (1995:12) articulation of national identity. He states that for nations, a homeland is an 
absolute necessity. The connection of a national community to a particular geographic space is 
one of the crucial characteristics of nationhood.  
 
4.1.4. Embracing cultural diversity and African/South African culture 
Participants in the research considered cultural diversity to be an important feature of what made 
one a South African. In addition, the ability to embrace cultural diversity and at the same time, 
acknowledging and living one’s own background was important A learner from School A put the 
idea this way:  
Learner: “being my own self with everyone in a diverse city around it means being 
myself with my own difference, embracing my difference also cherishing the difference of 
other people around me” 
Interviewer: “so when you say you difference … can you tell us what you mean by being 
different?” 
Learner: “by being different I mean coming from a township ekasi boy celebrating me. I 
don’t have to try to be someone that I am not stay real to myself because when I’m real to 
myself its where I am truly South African” 
 
A learner from School C talked about how this embracing of diversity was also important for a 
future beyond apartheid: 
diversity … ja, creating friendships with like different people obviously like after apartheid and 
trying to; just like, I wish our country was, you know, more integrated and there was less 
discrimination and stuff. I know there is a bunch of Acts and stuff to try and help redress 
imbalances from the past but… 
 
Research participants as individuals in the South African nation believe that what binds them 
together is their acceptance of cultural diversity. Their responses concur with the injunction of 
The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa as reflected in its Preamble: “We, the people of 
South Africa … believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity” 
(The Constitution, 1996:2). 
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4.1.5. Embracing good values/Ubuntu 
Being South African was also perceived in terms of the way in which people relate to and treat 
one another. Good values and humane interactions were stressed by the research participants. As 
learners at School A put it:  
Learner: “I think it has to do with having good values being a good person to others and being 
that thing of Ubuntu and doing greatness around others”  
Learner: “I think its being humane, as much as possible, and being yourself and inspiring 
others so that they can succeed.” 
 
This dimension of the national identity discourse coincides with M. Theron and G. Swart’s (in 
Adibe 2009) views as they decipher South Africa’s national identity. The two scholars state that 
discussing South Africa and its identity politics is not simply discussing the politics of black and 
white. According to various indigenous African languages the concept of ubuntu defines the 
individual in terms of their relationships with others. As highlighted in the previous chapter, the 
Xhosa maxim umntu ngumntu ngabantu means that a person is a person through others. The 
meaning of the concept becomes clearer when its social value is highlighted: “Group solidarity, 
conformity, compassion, respect, human dignity, humanistic orientation and collective unity 
have, among others been defined as key social values of Ubuntu” (Theron and Swart in Adibe 
2009:159). 
 
According to Theron and Swart (in Adibe, 2009:159), Ubuntu is used to emphasise the need for 
“unity or consensus in decision-making, as well as the need for a suitably humanitarian ethic to 
inform those decisions.” This continuous urge for unity and consensus can also be expressed by 
concepts like Simunye and slogans like “an injury to one is an injury to all” . 
 
A learner from School D indicated that the notion of “doing good” also extends to those who are 
not considered South African: 
Learner: “I think it means we should be united in our country where there have been a 
time to separate other people from us because we know that we are only 
South Africans so we don’t have a right to call other people other names “ 
Interviewer: “ok who are those other people?” 
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Learner: “people like foreigners, people who are coming from other countries, you 
see.  So I think they do have the right to be so we mustn’t abuse the right to 
be South Africans” 
 
4.1.6 Love and passion for the country 
Emotive language was also used to describe what being South African meant. Love and passion 
for the country; the physical space, the people, and a sense of personal attachment were 
mentioned. Here is what a learner from School C had to say:  
I think it is also about, you know; you can live in South Africa and not be a South African.  So 
it is about showing the passion and loving the country so which could make it, like, so 
specifically you don’t have to be like South African, but in your heart you South African, 
because in your heart you love the country and when, like watching the Olympics, you support 
the country and you feel that sort of unity with the country. 
 
4.1.7. Participate in activities – voting, observing national days of remembrance and supporting 
the country in national sports events. The research participants also cited active involvement in 
the country as important to being South African. A learner form School D put it like this: 
I think its knowing your background that where you are coming from and then also having a 
citizenship and then the basic rights that you should have as a South African like the rights to 
vote and all those other things.  
 
A School E male learner elaborates on sport as social activity that is important to one’s South 
African identity: 
Braai … yes ….soccer; I would say soccer.  You never find me in any other stadium in the 
world … ok, maybe in South America but mostly in South Africa that is our thing … we may 
not talk the same languages but we will be there watching the same matches … I will watch the 
Chiefs game or Ajax;  it doesn’t matter we will all be together on the stand … (indistinct) 
(laughter) 
 
These are attributes that young people regard as binding components for ‘South Africanness’. 
Thus there are more areas of convergence or commonality for young people irrespective of their 
different socio-economic, racial, gender or religious affiliations.  Their different historical, socio-
economic, religious, and cultural backgrounds in the majority of cases did not cause them to 
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develop prejudicial attitudes towards South African identity. Their outlook was inclusive of all 
South Africans, despite their backgrounds. 
 
4.2. Personal Identity and National Identity: 
The second theme that contributes to the notion of national identity within the South African 
context is that of personal identity.  In this regard, the key question is: Who am I?  According to 
Guibernau (2011:10), “identity is a definition, an interpretation of the self that establishes what 
and where the person is in both social and psychological terms”. Common national identity in 
this context is meant to uncover, explicate and emphasize experiences, the everyday life-world, 
cultural, or habitual features or discursive self-reflection (Kaunismaa 1995). 
 
As collective identity has “we” as its referent, personal identity has “I” as its referent.  However, 
there is direct relation between the collective and personal identities. Kaunismaa (1995) further 
articulates that national identity is primarily collective and secondarily personal.  He further 
explains that national identity has national communities as its referent and has millions of 
members. Personal identity is in question only when there appear answers to the question: Who 
am I as a member of my nation? (Kaunismaa 1995:4). This synopsis lays a good basis to further 
delve into the research data to examine personal identity as it relates to South African national 
identity. 
 
In this regard the key questions that the focus group respondents had to respond to were:  
1.  How would you describe your identity at home with your family and friends? 
2.  How would you describe the identities of your friends? 
 
The data reveals that in the majority of cases when the respondents are asked about their personal 
identity, they respond in different ways. Some define themselves using apartheid race categories:  
black, white, coloured or Indian. However, there was strong feeling against this racial 
categorisation by the respondents.  In fact there was full consensus against this categorisation. 
The majority of respondents think this is a way of continuously ensuring the awarding of 
preferential treatment based on race based categories from apartheid. The learners are opposed to 
having to classify themselves according to the apartheid regime’s racial categories. All of them 
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without exception regard themselves as South Africans and they believe that should be enough to 
describe their personal identity. As an illustration of this point is the discussion between the 
interviewer and the learners of School E: 
Interviewer: “Ja …cool… now in terms of national identity; ok, imagine a non-South 
African asks you what your identity is … what would you say?” 
Learner: “coloured” 
Interviewer: “Let’s go around the table this could be interesting” 
Learner: “South African, I’m coloured, South African, South African, South African, 
South African!” 
Interviewer: “So why are you saying you are coloured?” 
Learner: “Because that’s our identity … if you say what is your nationality then I 
would say I am South African … but they ask your identity you know if they 
go according to your identity number then I am coloured” 
Interviewer: “This is very interesting … so national identity you would all say South 
African but if you asked in South Africa for your identity like … are you 
guys in matric?… so you started to fill out forms and stuff right … did you 
have to say what your ….” 
Learner: “yes …they say this is not something like you don’t answer for this it’s just 
for some what do you say … research … no man … statistical purposes … I 
don’t understand … all application forms says that … accept based on my 
knowledge and not … it doesn’t matter what your race is … why do they ask 
that …if you apply for something at University you have to say your race … 
it doesn’t really matter … even in UCT [University of Cape Town”  
Interviewer: “Still?“ 
Learner: “Yes “ 
Interviewer: “Wow “ 
 
This discussion by the research participants supports Miller’s (1995:27) articulation of ‘common 
public culture’ being the result of multiple cultures living together, and leads us to the theme of 
non-racism as one of important characteristics of national identity. The participants argued for a 
truly non-racial nation. This is further illustrated when the interviewer asks learners at School D:   
Interviewer: “I imagine a non-South African…someone says to you: what is your identity, 
what would you tell them?” 
Learner:  “I am a South African”. 
Interviewer: “What are you saying…if another person who is South African came and asked 
you … do you see yourself still as South African?”. 
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Learner:  “I do”. 
Interviewer:  “Other people?” 
Learner:  “Yes I do … of course I do”. 
Interviewer:  “So what makes you a South African?” 
Learner:  “Being me, being myself makes me a South African…Well South Africa is a 
calabash of everything that is here, it’s like big pot boiling our ingredients that makes the stew 
nice so I am one of those ingredients”.  (Laughter) 
 
Miller (1995:13) states that ‘ethnic mixing’ may be a source of a nation’s distinctive character 
and “therefore immigration can add to a given group’s common public culture, given that they 
come to share in a common national identity”.  The settler cultures of the new world such as the 
American, Australian and South African could be cited as examples in this regard. The 
awareness of the young South Africans of immigrants and their value as people also echoes this. 
 
When the same conversation on South Africanness continues with learners from School B, the 
interviewer gets the following feedback: 
Interviewer: “Today we are talking about what makes a South African.  Now when you 
think about it, what defines someone as being South African?” 
Learner: “like being born here cos [sic] like on his own I mean its typical for the 
passport to be South African I think being born here and having lived your life here”\ 
Interviewer: “uhm mm” 
Learner : “someone is that is part of being  a South African and takes part of the country 
as someone that does not vote for the … I don’t think he or she should even say he should even 
say he is a South African citizen” 
Interviewer: “As someone who doesn’t what?” 
Learner: “vote” 
Interviewer: “oh ok interesting ok … what do other people think” 
Learner : “well (indistinct) if you lived here in South Africa and presently feel that you 
South African and you do as much as you feel necessary to feel part of our society then you are 
entitled to call yourself a South African” 
Learner: “I don’t know what makes me South African because I have not been 
anywhere else, you know what I am saying. I don’t know anything else; so, I have never 
experienced anything else other than what is South African.  So, it’s difficult for me to find 
something to compare that to I have always just been used to this diverse culture this diverse 
language and, you know, Indians, Zulus, white people, [and] Chinese people, all living in the 
same road.  So I don’t know and I have nothing to compare it to so it’s difficult to say” 
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Interviewer: “so what do other people think of that … you don’t know what it means 
because you have only ever experienced being here?” 
Learner: “I hear what you saying … I don’t know what makes me South African.  Like, 
I have been other places, but when I come back here, it’s like the same there is nothing 
different”. 
Learner: “And the other thing is, like, I can’t see myself like calling another country my 
home cos [sic] I have never been, like, I can’t picture myself saying I am an American. I’m 
South African. I have always been [a] South African.   My home is here and my family is here” 
 
When the participants of the focus group discussions were asked how they identified themselves 
when they were with their families, they responded that a person is identified by the type of 
personality that one has, family values and the actual things that one does.  Female respondents 
indicated that what matters most to their parents regarding their boyfriends was to know the 
background of the individual concerned, irrespective of his race.  It is the identity of the 
individual that matters most.  This is how one female learner from School A explained it:   
Interviewer: “yes … do you think that race still matters in this country or should it still 
matter … do you understand the question, okay.” 
Learner: “I say no because I see the things that happen.  I see that there is not too much 
race than before; there is a little of it now because things before we were not doing. Now we 
can have a white boyfriend, but before you could not have a white boyfriend and you are 
allowed to go everywhere you want you speak with all” 
Learner : “Before we woman, we were not allowed to rule the country or to be president, 
but now you can see Mrs Nkosazana is a leader, meaning there is no need of racism and don’t 
matter its ja. 
 
The learners believe that while South Africa consists of various racial, ethnic and religious 
communities and may therefore be characterised by various different traditions, customs and 
rituals these various communities must accept themselves as one nation. Still even within this 
context, citizens of a nation share a set of common characteristics Miller (1995:13), refers to 
these common characteristics as a “common public culture”.  He further notes that the “notion 
that part of this is based upon biological descent is untrue, and leads directly to racism”.   
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 The articulation of cultural diversity as a characteristic of national identity by the youth deals a 
blow to one of the primary doctrines of the apartheid political system. The architects of apartheid 
believed that South Africa as a country comprised of different ‘nations’, each with its distinct 
identities. According to Derrick Swartz (2010:4), apartheid architects believed that “the inherent 
incompatibility of our different cultures required the creation of separate institutions and spaces 
for enabling their ‘peaceful existence’. The ‘separate but equal’ doctrine was based on this 
central premise”.   
4.3. Schooling And Identity:  
School life is an important setting where individuals are able to express themselves in social 
relations with friends and teachers. Through their daily experiences, exposures and interactions, 
both negative and positive, young people find responses to the questions: Who am I? Who are 
we? What nation do I belong to? 
 
The impression of a respondent about his school life is expressed in a conversation with the 
interviewer during a focus group discussion at School B a male learner says:  
Interviewer:  “…uhm, in your school here, what are things that make you feel South African or 
believe that you are a South African?” 
Learner:  “It is because I speak my language and the feeding scheme (laughter) and no school 
fees, so it shows that we live in a country of democracy”. 
Interviewer:  “Yes”. 
Learner:  “So it also makes me feel that my school is in the same place as I am, where I 
live…so what I actually embrace is that I get to study where I am at…this is where I am at my 
best”. 
 
Education thus plays a fundamental part in defining the personal identity and hence the national 
identity and sense of continuity and purpose of the nation. The conversation between the learners 
and the interviewer continues to the point where one male learner expressed his dissatisfaction 
with the education system, because he did not have an opportunity to choose subjects that can 
make him more creative.  He said:  
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I want an education system that will make me think of the impractical, making the impractical 
practical, making the impossible possible, because it’s kind of stagnant and unworthy for me to 
study for 15 years of my life, 18 years of my life for this occupation that they have put in front 
of me, I hate that actually, I really do hate that. 
 
What can be understood from the learner-school relationship is that school gives confidence in 
that the respondents studied in the environment where they stay; an environment with which they 
are familiar with and also in the language they are comfortable with. However, their satisfaction 
with the environment does not make them uncritical of the education system that lacks 
innovation and creativity, and which is seen as limiting their career options.   
 
Again, another experience regarding language, is a situation where the teacher is teaching in 
English and suddenly shifts to his mother tongue which could be the language of the majority in 
the class without due consideration for those who do not speak or understand the language.  Also 
no mention of extra-explanation given to those who do not speak or understand the language and 
this is illustrated by the following excerpt from the female learner at School E: 
Interviewer: “So how come you came to an English high school then?” 
Learner: “Because it’s the closest to my house”. 
Interviewer: “Ok”. 
Learner: “And its more suitable for me to have … it doesn’t mean because you can 
speak the language that you maybe can write the language better but for me 
its better … I can’t write Afrikaans that well I can write English better than 
Afrikaans even though that is my home language”. 
Interviewer: “Home language right … and other people do you have a different type of 
identity at home to what you have when you come to school”. 
Learners: “No, no not really”. 
Interviewer: “And your teachers here at school … have they influenced your identity in 
any way or did they have identities that are difficult for you to deal with?” 
Learners: “No no … I am not sure about that one”. 
Interviewer: “Well like, for example, in terms of your teachers how would you describe 
their identities?” 
Learner: “They [are] all different … we don’t really care we just do 
our work”. 
Interviewer: “What I am trying to say is that you wouldn’t say that your teacher’s 
different identities have affected you in some way” 
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Learner: “Sometimes it does … for instance he is teaching in English cause we are 
mixed coloured and black its not like a black person will listen Afrikaans or a 
Afrikaans girl will listen to Xhosa or something like that; but then you will 
see sometimes he is teaching, but then just start speaking Afrikaans, now you 
get confused … what is he saying you know because that stuff is supposed to 
be in English and not Afrikaans” 
Interviewer: “Right so that can cause trouble … did you want to say something?” 
Learner: “Well maybe the identity … they are all different, but you will notice already 
that the one has different beliefs to the next teacher, and I think the way they 
are and everything you could like, oh, that’s a decent teacher and that’s a ok 
teacher (laughter)”.  
 
The quality and relevance of the education system is a very important aspect of both the 
development of personal and national identities of the research participants. Participants in the 
research who found themselves excluded or let down by the education they received, 
experienced the reduction of their opportunities and an undermining of their identities as South 
Africans. 
 
Similarly, with regard to religion, a teacher from School E who happened to practice a particular 
religious faith becomes caught up in spiritual moment and makes learners get involved in this 
faith either by singing along or listening to preaching. The evidence for this and its impact is 
illustrated through a conversation by a female learner and the interviewer as follows: 
Interviewer: “Ok now what are the beliefs that cause you to identify the teacher like that?” 
Learner: “Like my geography teacher, I love him to bits, but he goes overboard. It’s 
like he have literally [to] I say: if I write geography I can have religious test 
because, literally I would get a verse everyday or we get an inspirational 
song.  It really, [sic] he crosses that line where you can do that to a certain 
extent, but it will take the whole period and then it gets monotonous.  And, 
we have Muslims also in our class but he just speaks about Christianity so he 
doesn’t make the Muslims feel part of [the class] … he tries and convince 
you that is the way (laughter).   
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This is an example of the educator, someone who had experienced the apartheid regime, 
functioning without due awareness in the changes brought about by democracy for the 
experience of being South African. The learners on the other hand are sensitive to the differences 
between South Africans, and it is this sensitivity that creates an inclusive South African identity. 
 
Learners thus emphasised that quality education was important to the development of their 
identities and abilities. Gellner (cited in Guibernau 2011:31) also demonstrated that education 
equips individuals with the language and culture which will allow them to live and work within a 
given society. 
 
4.4. Social Activities and National Identity: 
 
Our understanding thus far is that national identity is not something that exists a priori, but 
something that is constructed. Kaunismaa (1995:3), argues that “identity is not pre-discursive 
sameness, but self-interpretation expressed in texts and speech acts”.  He therefore confirms that 
it is a construction made by human beings. Kaunismaa (1995: 5), further suggests that national 
identity is in continuous flux and as human beings we are used to attaching national identity to 
such themes as “…language, arts folk culture…” He believes that national identity can be 
observed in almost any type of discourse. The only limits are those of human imagination. 
 
As has been explained previously, national identity is based on the individuals’ daily experiences 
of their community or the nation and many such experiences manifest in the form of social 
activities like: sporting, cultural, and historical events. Such social activities become crucial as 
they act as glue that builds tenacious bonds among members of the nation.   
 
The importance of social activities could be based on the creation of certain stereotypes that 
become exaggerated and finally add value to the phenomenon of national identity. For example, 
rugby games in South Africa, as was mentioned by the learners, are associated with braaivleis15 , 
beer, drinks and green rugby gear and paraphernalia. Furthermore, rugby is associated with 
                                                 
15 Term for a South African barbeque 
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strength and success by the learners, as they perceive the South African rugby team, the 
Springboks, as one of the top international rugby teams in the world. 
 
Football or soccer in South Africa is seen as a social activity related to national identity by 
learners through the national team’s uniform and various domestic teams’ and with the 
vuvuzela16. This is despite agreement amongst learners that the South African football team, 
Bafana Bafana, is not successful.  
 
However, South Africa’s successful hosting of the Soccer World Cup event in 2010 remains a 
source of inspiration and pride for nationhood. The following conversation between the 
interviewer and the learners at School E regarding national identity, profiled the importance of 
different aspects that make up contemporary national identity: 
Learner : “Especially with those 11 official languages its like what does the rest of the 
world think that we got 11 official languages”. 
Learner : “I think its getting better, though with South Africa, like, I know we weren’t 
allowed to participate during the apartheid era in international activities so much, and when 
that stopped, when apartheid stopped and we started connecting with other countries, I think 
it’s gotten a lot better and now through things like the Olympics they realise that the South 
Africa is … and the World Cup … Ja, that World Cup. I think [it] helped a lot with, especially 
with all the tourists coming to South Africa.  They really saw what we were about and what we 
were like, and, I think South Africa as a nation is probably gonna [sic] keep on growing and 
keep on improving and ja”. 
Learner: “You always sort of hear people say ‘I love South Africa’.  You don’t know 
what its about but they come here and they love it.  They love the culture and love the vibe and 
everything about South Africa; you know, it’s just a very misunderstood nation”. 
Learner: “Ja, I think so”. 
The research participants link the end of apartheid and the re-entry of South Africa into the 
international arena with the acceptance within the country of the diversity of the population, and 
the image of South Africa as vibrant and diverse. In addition, the learners indicate the 
importance of sport as a binding factor for South Africans and their identity. Furthermore, the 
                                                 
16This is a loud, trumpet-like instrument which is blown by spectators at a soccer game.   
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learners perceived the successful hosting of the 2010 Soccer World Cup by South Africans as an 
event that showed the world that the South African nation is stable and trustworthy. 
 
South Africa’s cricket team, the Proteas, is viewed by learners as a relatively successful team 
compared with Bafana Bafana. Cricket is viewed as a more civil and gentlemen’s game. 
However, irrespective of performance levels of all national teams, the learners feel it is 
obligatory for these teams to be supported by South Africans particularly by the youth. 
 
Interestingly, this overwhelming support for national teams of different sports is given to every 
team, irrespective of perceived racial dominance. South African citizens in this regard are united 
by ties of nationalistic fervour and they regard themselves as one community conscious “of 
forming a group based on the ‘felt’ closeness uniting those who belong to the Nation” 
(Guibernau 2011:11-12). 
 
4.5. Race/Non-Racism and National Identity: 
 
There was strong sense among study participants that there is racism within current South 
African society. Also, by the accounts of learners racism seems to be part of the older generation, 
that is, parents and relatives and in different communities.  The male learners from School D had 
the following conversation regarding racism with the interviewer: 
Learner: “I think racism still exist because few … let me make an example … a few 
months back my uncle’s friend bought a house in the suburbs, but the neighbour who was 
going to be his neighbour decided to leave that street because there was …he can’t be a 
neighbour with that person and he left that place because he can’t be a neighbour so that is why 
I think that racism still exist in other people but not in everyone “ 
Interviewer: “Did he leave … who left the area?” 
Learner: “The white person because the black person was moving in.  Ja, so he decided 
to leave because he can’t be a neighbour with a black person  
Interviewer:  “Really so it is not a race thing they just wanted to be first or was it because of 
…” 
Learner: “(indistinct) Like, we are having a feeding scheme here at school but, like, the 
(indistinct) seem to happen, but you don’t notice that.  We do it because we have different 
children from different homes who is, like, we don’t have, like, [the] same respect to each other 
and we don’t pay respect to each other.  So, if, like, I see some people they are at the queue, 
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like, if I feel like I am go and get the bowl, I will go to them and tell them that I will get the 
food first.  So, like, we end up arguing or something that is not going to work for us”. 
Interviewer: “Like you got reason to?“ 
Learner: “Yes.   We do it, but you don’t notice like you are racist”. 
Interviewer: “When you say that the children come from different homes … what do you 
mean?” 
Learner: “Like, we have poor homes, the middle ones, but, we don’t have like the rich 
family “ 
Interviewer: “So it’s like poor families and then to middle class families?” 
Interviewer: “You all agree … Ok, can we narrow down:  white people to the kinds of 
person that mean … is it just everyone whose got a lot less pigmentation or is certain types of 
people?” 
Learner: “I think it’s certain types of people because there are those that have view or 
love for black people, so, like, not all of white people do that thing”. 
Learner : “It is not all of them because there are whites who support us.   There are 
whites who speak Xhosa, but sometimes you find that there are people who still see a black 
person as a kaffir17”  
Interviewer : “Right, and have you ever had that word and has anyone ever said that word to 
you?” 
Learner : “Yes … one day I was driving my uncle’s car but (indistinct)… I just keep on 
the road without observing, but it was a mistake to me, but there was someone who came 
behind me.  I tried to put the… other to show that it was a mistake but when we reached the 
robot he just open his window and said ‘jisses18 and he called a big name so I didn’t even try to 
respond to him I just drove away”.   
Interviewer : “Wooo, it safer. Ja, ja”. 
Learner : “I think that racism still exist in our country, but most of the people abide by 
law.  You see, because if we can go back to that white person I was telling you about that he 
lived with my uncle’s friend next door and he decided to leave even it was… (indistinct) days, 
that person could have shot that man, but he is punished by law not to do that so I think that 
racism does exist but …” 
Interviewer : “So basically the white guy who moved just used his freedom of choice to live 
somewhere else”.   
Learner : “Yes”.   
 
                                                 
17 Derogatory term used during the apartheid era to refer to a black person. 
18 Afrikaans form of blasphemy, or taking God’s name in vain.  
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Through open debate, there is acceptance among the learners that there are white and black 
racists within South African communities and such people are defined in the conversation among 
respondents as still living in the past, meaning that they have not fully embraced the new values 
of a united democratic and non-racial South Africa.   
 
The following example is how darker pigmentation is associated with low socio-economic level 
and therefore any and every black person would be assumed to be a domestic worker if she is a 
female and that generally extends to the males, as well.  A female learner from School B narrates 
how her mother was assumed to be a domestic worker.   
…our building was just full of white people … and one of the ladies asked her [the respondents 
mother] ‘are you free on Tuesdays’ (laughter); and, my mom said like what are you talking 
about? And she says ‘to clean my house’.   
 
This is an example of how generalisations and stereotypes can allow some white South Africans 
to assume that a black female in a predominantly white area must be a domestic worker and not 
one of the residents. This is a direct legacy of the attitudes that were inculcated by the apartheid 
system through various laws as described in the literature review. 
 
With regard to race and non-racism, one learner from School B presents the history of her family 
as follows:  
I found out the other day actually which was quite cool, my great grandmother … uhm … was 
half-coloured … her ja, my great grandmother’s father was coloured and her no, no, no her 
father was white and her mom was coloured and she had three other brothers and sisters and all 
three of them, when apartheid came, were classified as coloured and she was the only one who 
was classified as white so she was separated from her family.   
 
This illustrates how race and pigmentation were stereotyped and entrenched as instruments for 
creating divisions and categorising people into different ‘race groups’ during apartheid and 
families were destroyed. The learner’s response to the information about her family points to the 
acceptance of people as people before any other consideration by the generation born after 1990. 
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Generally, in all five schools there was condemnation of the racial classification or categorisation 
that is required on application forms for further study after high school.  Learners in general 
believe that racial classifications that are required may unintentionally encourage or promote 
racism.  This is so because for those learners born from the year 1990 to date, the race issue does 
not count. This is confirmed by the focus group data from all five schools. Further, the data 
indicates that the learners do not embrace the use of statements like “you people”, “they”, “us” as 
these pronouns signify differences and divisions that do not augur well especially when utilised 
in the context of different race groups. Learners from School D explain this point in their 
discussion with the interviewer on racism: 
Interviewer 2:  “What is racism?” 
Interviewer 1:  “Ja good question”. 
Learner : “I would say its discrimination … I think its specifically a negative thing… 
based on the colour of your skin … negatively preconceived ideas about people’s pigment and 
skin … you can’t call it positive racism … like, you black you can run really fast.  Is that like 
racism? (Laughter)Is it good or bad?” 
Interviewer: “I cringe when I hear all black people are sort of (indistinct) its stereotype, but 
for me because I suppose like being South African its also racist … like you can’t just take a 
group of people and lump together and then give them any random, uhm, just because a certain 
of melatonin it doesn’t make any sense its sort of … its like that word that people from my 
parents generation use “they” and “us”. 
Interviewer: “Yes, like politicians say “you people” who are “you people” … Ja that’s the 
other one”. 
Learner: “The one thing that I noticed coming to school is that if somebody they make 
jokes, this racial jokes, I like that.  But when I am… (indistinct) then come to afterwards and 
say ‘don’t worry I am not racist; I love you “guys” (laughter), then I realise this person actually 
is racist (laughter) and everybody knows (chuckle) he will say a joke and I will laugh it off.  
And then that’s how I know there are people who are racist and people who are saying just to 
be funny” (interaction ) 
 
On the whole, throughout all the focus groups there was a rejection of any attempts either 
through the government or from parents and even from older people in general to promote 
racism of any form.  The younger generation of born frees are vehemently averse to racism and 
any programs of any kind that may seek to promote racism.  They believe in the creation of 
common national identity by jettisoning racial prejudice of any kind. Ironically, this generation 
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openly acknowledges the continued existence of racial attitudes, stereotypes and actions in South 
African society.  However, they are also aware that such characteristics have to be done away 
with. In fact, they believe that such attitudes are as a result of imposed vengeful racial 
orientations by the older generation.  
 
These racists which exist within all South African communities are defined by the research 
participants as still living in the past, meaning that they have not fully embraced the new values 
of a united democratic and non-racial South Africa. Their continued prejudice, which impacts 
negatively on nation building, is considered as something that will disappear over time as the 
younger generation develops a non-racial society that acknowledges diversity and the importance 
of equality and dignity for all South Africans. 
 
4.6. Unity in Diversity and National Identity: 
 
The unity in diversity component of national identity is premised on the Preamble of the 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa.  The Preamble states: “We, the people of South 
Africa, recognize the injustices of our past; and believe that South Africa belongs to all who live 
in it, united in our diversity” (The Constitution, 1996:2). 
 
Unity in diversity is an important principle and prerequisite for the construction of common 
national identity.  In a country like South Africa with multiplicity of cultures, the value of 
tolerance for other cultures and ways of life is fundamental.  When learners of School D were 
asked about their understanding of the terminology of unity in diversity they responded as follows:  
No matter what nationality you from or regardless of your race, we should all unite like as it is 
called the ‘rainbow nation’ so everyone should be together regardless of skin colour of 
everyone or no-one should be discriminated against.  
 
From this articulation by the learners it is apparent that there is determination by the younger 
generation to build one nation with a common national identity. They argued that being a South 
African citizen or that South Africanness was synonymous with a rainbow. This rainbow concept 
denotes all the different people of South Africa.  This rainbow concept was coined by Anglican 
Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu. The term was intended to be the metaphor that described 
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the unity of a multi-cultural society, the coming together of people of many different 
backgrounds and cultures. This metaphor was further elaborated by former President Nelson 
Mandela in 1994, in his first month in office, when he proclaimed: 
 
Each of us is as intimately attached to the soil of this beautiful country as the famous Jacaranda trees of 
Pretoria and the Mimosa trees of the bushveld – a rainbow nation at peace with itself and the world, 
(Mandela cited in Adibe 2009:156). 
 
Again, at School A when learners were asked about what ‘unity in diversity’ and related concepts 
like Simunye meant to them, they responded in this way:   
We all the same we are equal and we also we should work together as South Africans help each other. It also 
means embracing what is different between us.  No matter what race you come from or what colour you are, 
you need to embrace the next person as you could embrace your brother and sister.   
 
The response by the learners, and the manner in which the learners define the notion of unity in 
diversity, expresses a clear rejection of racism, ethnic manipulation, patriarchy and other narrow 
stereotypes that promote societal polarization.  This fundamental orientation expressed by the 
learners in our study invokes Mammo Muchie’s (Cited in Adibe 2009) arguments on the 
construction of African identity. 
 
Mammo Muchie (Cited in Adibe 2009:22), argues that any construction of African identity must 
be built on a rejection of essentialism. For him there is no such thing as an essential African 
character that has been frozen in the past.  Africa has always lived in history and through history.  
Its identity must be expressed through the rejection of racism, ethnicity, parochialism, exclusivity 
and barbarism. Thus an African identity must posit inclusive, non-essentialist and emancipatory 
goals.   
 
4.7. Gender and National Identity: 
 
The gender component of national identity is based on the historic patriarchal structure of human 
society. Some commentators in the book, The Challenge of Local Feminisms: Women’s 
Movements in Global Perspective (1995:227) argue that the broader challenge to be dealt with 
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fundamentally is encapsulated within feminisms.  It is the triple oppression and exploitation of 
females that must be defeated. Historically, women are oppressed because of their gender, race 
and lack of education. 
 
Ensuring the equality of genders in our society is fundamental to the construction of national 
identity because as long as there are patriarchal prejudices and stereotypes the country shall 
continue to experience inequality and oppression. Within this context let us take an example 
from the research data drawn from the focus groups. Of relevance is the case of a white female 
learner who believes that because she has opinions and questions things, she may not be 
classified as being an African in black South African culture. However, there is general 
consensus that her African culture is inclusive of all other cultures prevalent in South Africa and 
Africa.  There is not a singular African culture. The interviewer and a female learner from 
School B develop a conversation on culture, in particular African culture: 
Interviewer: “Ja, you [are] touching now on something very interesting … culture … and 
that comes out in all these things that we mentioned like food and the way dress and the music 
you listen to so that’s also …” 
Learner: It’s cool that we have an interracial thing happening here because, like you 
obviously, well, maybe you come from a very cultural background where women dress in an 
African way and when, I don’t know, I will draw it from my perspective.  Now being a white 
female, I don’t know if it’s ok to be talking so open”.   
Interviewer: “Yes, it is you can talk about anything”. 
Learner : “Like me being a white female;  I don’t have people [who] would classify like 
African culture in my family.  It’s very Westernised and it’s very uber European.  Uhm, ja, I 
don’t have any African culture in me so I don’t know … I am South African because I live 
here”.   
Interviewer: “Ok, so were you born here?” 
Learner: “Yes, I was born in Jo’burg” 
Interviewer: “And where were your parents born?” 
Learner: “My mother was born in Cape Town and father was born in Cape Town, so I 
mean ja”. 
Interviewer: “Let’s just do this quickly … were you born in South Africa?” 
Learner: “Yes, I was born in Johannesburg”. 
Interviewer: “And your parents?” 
Learner: “My mother was born in Durban and biological father was born in Germany”. 
Interviewer: “Ok, so do you consider yourself South African?” 
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Learner: “Yes”. 
 
However, learners draw a clear distinct line between racial categorisation, which they 
vehemently oppose in whatever form it manifests itself and gender status. They approve of 
declaring gender status on application forms but simultaneously are opposed to the declaration of 
racial groups on application forms when they apply for either university admission or for study 
bursaries. The declaration of gender is considered as practical unbiased information, however, 
racial groups are considered to be constructs with no value at best. 
 
Gender equality is a national value in a post-apartheid South Africa.  This is demonstrated by 
Chapter One of The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa which presents the following 
founding provisions:  
 
The Republic of South Africa is one, sovereign, democratic state founded on the following values: 
a)  Human dignity, the achievement of equality and the advancement of human rights and freedoms. 
b) Non-racialism and non-sexism (The Constitution, 1996:3). 
 
Furthermore, Chapter 9 of the Constitution provides for state institutions supporting 
constitutional democracy, among them is the Commission for Gender Equality (S187). The 
functions of this Commission are to promote respect for gender equality and protection, 
development and the attainment of gender equality. Also it has the power, as regulated by 
national legislation, necessary to perform its functions. These functions include the power to 
monitor, investigate, research, educate, lobby, advise and report on issues concerning gender 
equality (The Constitution, 1996:111-112).  
 
Thus, there is an effort by the state to enshrine gender equality in legislation. However, the 
influence of culture on women and how they are perceived by themselves and men still impacts 
on the lived experience of women and their identity. Thus education at school and in the wider 
community is crucial to the development of gender equality and sensitivity within the South 
African identity. 
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 4.8. Government Influence and what the Government Should Do: 
 
Chapter 3 of the South African constitution, under Co-operative Government (Sub Section 41a) 
states that: “All spheres of government and all organs of state within each sphere must 
…preserve the peace, national unity and the indivisibility of the Republic”. Expectations of the 
positive influence of the state on the construction of national identity are premised by the above 
constitutional obligations. 
 
The South African government introduced affirmative action laws with the aim of redressing the 
imbalance of the past so that there would be a firm foundation of equality and social cohesion to 
form the basis for a common national identity. The response of the learners from the focus group 
data demonstrates varied views on this subject.  For example, on the Policy of Black Economic 
Empowerment (BEE) a male learner from School A had the following to say on this topic: 
I respect the fact that you are addressing the past differences but, with all due respect, the fact 
that you are addressing the past differences, but, with all due respect, those people in a few 
years time on BEE … they just getting upper hand because they were not affected by it directly 
… themselves[sic] are just unfair advantage” . 
 
Another learner from School D further contextualizes the issue of BEE by saying it should not be 
based on racial categories but on economic grounds. The learner concerned makes an example of 
the difference of the quality of teaching because of well qualified teachers in previously 
advantaged schools as opposed to township schools where the majority of black pupils live and 
study.  Interestingly this proposal comes from a black learner and confesses that such advantage 
to him is unfair, BEE should rather benefit those from disadvantaged schools for they are still 
suffering from socio-economic disadvantages of apartheid. This is a conversation between the 
interviewer and the learners of School D in particular with a female respondent:  
Interviewer: “So, you saying for younger people its an unfair advantage?” 
Learner : “Yes, yes”. 
Learner: “Well, I see it for the medical application and that sort of thing is that I don’t 
think it should be done from a race point of view.  I think it should be done more from an 
economic point of view, because I know that in the township schools and in a lot of the schools 
the education is not at the same level.  Just because of the teachers and that sort of thing, they 
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aren’t [sic]have been trained, as well, and, that, sort of thing from what I have heard from one 
of our teaching going and marking at the end of the year how the teaching is just not at the 
same standard and not … they are not having the same advantages and because it make such a 
difference in the small percentages the fact that the percentages lower makes a lot of sense.  I 
think it should be based more on, I mean learners have the advantages as me, you know and 
will get an advantage and that that advantage does not make sense, but people who have a 
lesser education should have that advantage but because they are still suffering from the 
differences in the past”. 
 
It is clear from this data that the need to redress inequality is understood by the research 
participants. However, their understanding of redress is not based on race as it was articulated 
during apartheid and continues to be within current BEE and AA (Affirmative Action) policy, 
rather the youth born after 1990 consider economic disadvantage to be what needs to be 
addressed. That some learners experience inferior schooling and other socio-economic 
disadvantages are what matters. It was suggested by the learners that a socio-economic 
programme that seeks to address the imbalances between the disadvantaged communities and 
those from more affluent areas will assist in closing the national divide.  Therefore the 
government must treat this aspect of life as very important and urgent. 
 
The Soccer World Cup of 2010 was a government backed programme to which the learners who 
participated in this study responded positively. They viewed it as good stimulus for tourism. 
They believed that it gave South Africa good exposure as a supreme tourist destination. A male 
learner from School A had a conversation with the interviewer on social activities and it went on 
as follows: 
Interviewer: “So, you see them as very positive reinforcing encouraging that sort of thing. 
Ok, now this is a completely different question:  what social activities add to your sense of who 
you are in South Africa?  … Social activities … add to your sense of identity as a South 
African because you all said you identify yourselves as South African.  Can you think of what 
are the social things that happen in your lives that give you a sense that ‘hah, I am a South 
African?” 
Learner : “For instance, during the 2010 FIFA World Cup I felt as part of the nation that 
joined and conquered and stood proud to show the world that ‘we can Africa’; not only South 
Africa is able to do something for ourselves and be proud”.   
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The Soccer World Cup in 2010 and its success provided South Africans with a focus for unity 
that transcended all apartheid boundaries. In addition, as the data here illustrates, it gave South 
Africans the opportunity for pride in their nation’s abilities and an opportunity to show the world 
that South Africa and Africans were capable.  
 
The study participants believe that the South African National Anthem also adds value to the 
unity of the nation. They indicated that it portrays the uniqueness of the South African nation as 
it is composed of four languages and South Africans sing it with vigour as was the case during 
the Soccer World Cup of 2010. Again, learners believe this attests to the unity and diversity of 
the South African nation. A female learner from School D had the following to say about the 
South African national anthem: 
Interviewer: “While I was listening I thought:  ‘we are the one nation that got 4 languages 
in our anthem’”. 
Learner : “Yes, we were singing it … it was a group conference and there was people 
from all over the world and there was some other South Africans who were all singing our 
anthem and we were the most proud for our anthem and the fact that there were 4 languages 
and its so beautiful and …” 
Interviewer: “Except when they mess it up, hey.” 
 
The national anthem is one of the symbols that reflect the diversity of South Africans while at the same 
time fostering unity. Other symbols that the leaders of the new South Africa used to project national 
identity were the national flag with its different colours and the new coat of arms. Encapsulated within the 
motto of the coat of arms was yet another definitive reflection of South Africa’s attempt at fostering a 
greater sense of oneness among its people. !ke e:/xarra//ke, written in the language of the /Xam people, 
literally means “diverse people unite” (Adibe 2009:157). 
 
This exclamation on the coat of arms is a clarion call for the nation to unite with a common sense 
of belonging and national pride. There is a sense of unity and ownership that the study 
participants reflect as they interpret these symbols and messages.  They firmly believe that these 
are units of national identity that create a sense of uniqueness and pride for them as the youth and 
nation at large.  
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 4.9. Conclusion: 
The research has indicated positive finding with regard to the attitude of the youth born after 
1990 toward national identity. The results of the study indicate that the youth under study view 
themselves as one and united with regard to national identity. As South Africa is gradually 
moving away from the era of imposed racial identities on its citizens, it is expected that South 
Africans would become more patriotic and gradually embrace a broader national identity. The 
study appears to confirm this hypothesis. 
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 Chapter 5 
RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
National identity is a subject addressed by various commentators in a number of global 
platforms. Various approaches and methodologies are used in the attempt to define and describe 
national identity. However, the basic objective of all discourse on this topic is to answer the 
question: “What and who are we as a nation?”  Discursive answers to this question constitute the 
central referent of the concept of national identity. 
 
Since the population of South Africa constitutes different ethnic and cultural groups these form 
part of the identity of the nation.  This character is not part of their identity unless South Africans 
themselves observe this fact and formulate it in discursive expressions such as: “We South 
Africans comprise of different racial, ethnic and cultural groups” and/or: “We are a rainbow 
nation at peace with itself” (Mandela cited in Theron and Swart, 1994:156).  
 
Since national identity is collective in character and not personal this interpretation of the 
national character and symbolical codes will have to be done collectively by the nation to a great 
extent, people need to perceive their existence through socially shared discursive constructions.  
This chapter explores conclusions and recommendations resulting from the findings of this 
research. 
 
5.1. National identity and ideology: 
National identity, as has been argued, has to be driven through specific and pervasive ideological 
frameworks. The black majority on the African continent has been subjected to brutal stereotypes 
that destroyed self-esteem and sense of worth. Black Africans, and Africa have been referred to 
as sub-human, the dark continent; conflict-ridden, underdeveloped, a basket-case and beyond 
hope. South Africa has not escaped these characterisations as was evidenced by apartheid.  
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Uprooting this cognitive brutalisation requires a coherent and comprehensive discursive 
ideology.  The national identity ideology should consist of various components that defeat the 
legacy of institutionalised racism and stereotypes; be they psychological, political or economic. 
 
The concept of ubuntu best describes the South African identity and further provides for more 
value on the construction of African identity.  Samkange (1980 cited in Adibe 2010:159) 
comments on Ubuntus’ philosophy, deciphers it as meaning:  
To be human is to affirm one’s humanity by recognizing the humanity of others and, on that 
basis, establish respectful human relations with them.  ‘Ubuntu’ has been viewed as the 
philosophical base on which the negotiations process for the new South Africa was undertaken 
and is intimately linked to the ideal of the African Renaissance.  It is through ‘ubuntu’ that 
decisions taken should be sufficiently informed by humanitarian ethic.” 
 
The then-Deputy President, Thabo Mbeki’s speech on the occasion of the adoption of The 
Republic of South Africa Constitution Bill in 1996 could form the substance of this national 
identity ideology.  During his land-mark address to Parliament he managed to encapsulate the 
essence of South African national identity, by theorizing as follows: 
 
I am an African…I owe my being to the hills and the valleys, the mountains and the glades, the 
rivers, the deserts, the trees, the flowers, the seas and the ever-changing seasons that define the 
face of our native land thus defined, I know that none dare challenge me when I say – I am an 
African (Mbeki 1996)! 
 
He further skilfully and incisively brings to this African identity other multiple identities and 
sub-identities and in that way manages to design a tapestry of African identity suitable for South 
Africa and Africa in general: 
 
I owe my being to the Khoi and San … I am formed of the immigrants who left Europe to find 
a new home on our native land … In my veins courses the blood of the Malay slaves who came 
from the East.  Their proud dignity informs my bearing, their culture a part of my essence … I 
am the grandchild of the warrior men and women that Hintsa and Sekhukhune led, the patriots 
that Cetshwayo and Mphephu took to battle, the soldiers Moshoeshoe and Ngungunyane taught 
never to dishonor the cause of freedom … I am the grandchild who lays fresh flowers on the 
Boers graves at St Helena and the Bahamas … I come of those who were transported from 
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India and China … Being part of all these people, and in the knowledge that none dare contest 
that assertion, I shall claim that – I am an African (Mbeki 1996). 
 
This theorisation of identity by Thabo Mbeki contextualises the very character and nature of the 
South African identity that emerged and the great diversity of cultures that have occupied their 
rightful place in the citizenry of a united South Africa.  It is therefore these united South African 
citizens that returned to the fold of nations following the 1994 National General Elections. 
 
This exposition by Thabo Mbeki gives spiritual, emotional and practical content to the two 
concepts of “Rainbow Nation” and ‘ubuntu’ and therefore strengthens sufficiently the South 
African and African national identity ideology. 
 
5.2. National identity and basic services: 
In the first recommendation that deals with the necessity for an ideological platform the study 
stresses the adoption of two concepts: “Rainbow Nation” and Ubuntu. Within this context the 
study further articulated that “Rainbow Nation” should not be interpreted only as a tool for 
nation-building but rather an identity of solidarity, reconciliation and renewal.  The study refers 
back to this injunction of solidarity, reconciliation and renewal to prove that without meeting the 
basic needs of the poorest of the poor, working class and historically disadvantaged, the 
realisation of these noble ideals will be a fleeting illusion. 
 
Former President Mbeki in is “Two Nations” address of 1998 in Parliament stressed that: 
 
We are interested that together, as South Africans, we adopt the necessary steps that will 
eradicate poverty in our country as quickly as possible and in all its manifestations, to end the 
dehumanization of millions of our people, which inevitably results from the terrible deprivation 
to which so many, both Black and White, are victim (T. Mbeki 1998). 
 
He further observes the character of the South African nation and describes it as follows:   
This reality of two nations, underwritten by the perpetuation of the racial, gender and spatial 
disparities born of a very long period of colonial and apartheid white minority domination, 
constitutes the material base which reinforces the notion that, indeed, we are not one nation, 
but two nations (Mbeki 1998). 
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 This characterisation of the South African nation does not augur well for a country that seeks to 
be an African superpower. It does not augur well for a country that is emerging from a divisive 
and exclusive past of institutionalised racial oppression. Mbeki’s description warns of possible 
instability that could arise from sustained socio-economic disparities in South Africa. The 
findings of this study indicate that such disparities are of concern, even for the youth, if left 
unattended, may cause a resurgence of inter- group conflict and political tensions, destroying the 
positive gains in nationhood that have been presented here. 
 
Under such circumstances improving the quality of life of the traditionally disadvantaged people 
will contribute significantly towards creating a sense of national pride and enhance self-esteem 
to those who have been the victims of apartheid oppressive system. Such national price is a 
prerequisite for patriotic commitment that is a major component for common national identity. 
 
5.3. National identity through constitutionalism: 
The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa is the product of four years of negotiations by 
key political parties who had the history of divisions. There was consultation with all South 
Africans throughout different works of life and finally there was full consensus on all 
constitutional principles.  It is because a piece of document that became applauded world-over as 
a good example for a political guide for a true democratic modern state. 
 
For a community that, for so many decades, has been beset by decades of entrenched 
institutionalised racial oppression, it had to ensure reinstatement of human dignity for those that 
have been on the receiving end of such an apartheid system. Also, it had to create a new spirit of 
patriotism to enhance unity and cohesion of the nascent democratic nation.  To achieve these, a 
special constitutional value system that should be enforceable had to be created. 
 
South Africanness should be based on The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa as was 
adopted in 1996. The ensuing values pervade the new South African state, as summarised by 
Albert Venter (1998:13-15):  
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The unity of South African state and its territory, a common national anthem, a flag, a 
recognition of eleven official languages, a Bill of Rights that is classically liberal and 
permissive, but including a strong commitment to equality and third generation rights such as 
the right to a clean environment. 
 
5.4. Conclusion: 
The data gathered in this research among young South Africans born after 1990 has provided a 
wealth of positive understandings and concepts of what a unified South African national identity 
can look like. At the same time, the research participants acknowledge that although there are 
many unifying factors in South African society, there is also much diversity in the population. 
Part of a healthy South African national identity, is the acceptance and embracing of this 
diversity. 
 
In addition, the young people who participated in this research were aware of the challenges 
facing the future of South Africa and her people with regard to unifying identity. Socio-
economic issues such as poverty, poor education and continued imbalances from the apartheid 
legacy need to be addressed with urgency to ensure a stable and unified South Africa, whose 
population experiences respect for diversity and an overarching unity. 
 
The research participants demonstrated commitment and loyalty to the building of a respectful 
and representative national identity and common nationhood for South Africa. This commitment 
needs to be harnessed as these young people enter tertiary education and the economy for the 
continued stability and development of South Africa. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
BORN FREE: AN EXPLORATION OF NATIONAL IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA – THE CASE OF THE YOUTH 
BORN FROM 1990 
 
Focus Group Discussion Guide 
 
Demographic Data Form 
 
The Focus Group facilitator is to complete this form before beginning the discussion. 
 
Topic    Female Male
Where is this Focus Group Discussion being held?  
Number of participants in the focus group 
discussion: 
 
Total:   
Grade of participants in the focus group discussion:    
Number of participants who are: 18 years    
 19 years    
     20 years
     21 years
      22 years
 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this group discussion today. As you know we are going to talk about what young people consider to be 
their national identity, and what makes up their understanding of their understanding of national identity. Please remember we are taping this 
discussion so use a nickname if you don’t want to use your real name. 
 
 
SECTION A 
 
Opening Question  
Probes 
1. Today’s discussion is all about what makes a South African.  
What do you think defines a South African? 
2. What can we define as South Africanness? 
3. We often hear the terms Simunye, non-racialism, Rainbow 
Nation, Unity in Diversity and such. What do you think 
about these terms?  Do you think they summarise South 
Africanness for you? 
 
 
4.  Have you heard the term non-racialism? Where have you 
heard the term?  What do you think it means? Remember 
there are no right or wrong answer, we are interested in 
what you think.   
 
5.  You are the first generation to grow up in a free and 
democratic South Africa.  Do you feel that race is still 
important?  Does race still matter?  Why do you feel this 
way? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus on the following: 
 
Simunye – what it means, how it relates to South Africanness as 
discussed earlier 
Rainbow Nation – what is means for the participants, how it relates to 
South Africanness as discussed earlier 
Unity and diversity – what it means for the particpatns, how it relates to 
South Africanness as discussed.   
 
 
Focus on what participants believe non-racialism is. 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus on whether participants feel that race still matters and why.  The 
why is important so ensure that sufficient time is spent on this.   
6. What does the term National Identity mean to you? 
 
 
 
 
Focus on reasons for this answer.  Also probe their responses deeper 
with why, sorry I don’t understand, and so forth.   
 
7. Imagine a non-South African asks you what your identity 
is; what would your answer be? 
 
 
8.  What if a South African asked you, who are you?  What 
 
Focus on reasons for this answer.  Also probe their responses deeper 
with why, sorry I don’t understand, and so forth.  
 
Compare the responses to the questions above.  If they are different 
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will your answer be?   
 
 
 
 
explore why.  Build on what the participants tell you.    
9. How would you describe your identity at home with your 
family? 
 
 
 
• Why do you choose this way of identifying yourself in your 
family? 
10. How would you describe your identity when you are with 
your friends? 
 
11. How would you describe the identities of your friends? 
 
• Why do you choose this way of identifying yourself with your 
friends? 
• Why do you define your friends in this way? 
• Do you identify all your friends in the same way? 
 
12. In your school, what things that make/made you think 
about your identity as a South African? 
 
 
 
 
• What did these things mean to you? 
• In what ways did these things change your ideas about identity? 
• How did these things influence your attitudes to your fellow learners 
while you were at school? 
 
13. At school. How do you/did you identify/describe the 
identities of your teachers? 
 
 
Why did you have these perceptions of your teachers. 
 100
14. What social activities add to your sense of who you are, 
living in South Africa? 
 
 
• Why do these things cause you to identify yourself in these ways? 
• What impact on you do you think that these identities have? 
• If not mentioned ask about: 
 sports, mention soccer, cricket and rugby and ask about  others. 
 
 
 
SECTION B 
 
Now explain to the focus group participants that they are going to be given words or phrases. You would like them to say what 
meaning these words or phrases have for them. Remind the participants to think about their different contexts, i.e. home, 
social and school (and work if applicable), when giving their responses to the words or phrases.  This is a fun word game 
where we see what you associate with the following.   
 
Complete the full list with every discussion group. One facilitator to manage the discussion, the other to record all the 
responses on prepared newsprint. Announce the following words or phrases in a neutral tone and allow enough time for full 
discussion of each and for the group to return to any point at any time: 
 
 
1. THE SOUTH AFRICAN FLAG 
2. BAFANA BAFANA 
3. SPRINGBOK 
4. PROTEAS 
5. SPORT 
6. RACE (RACISIM, IF IT DOES NOT COME UP SPONTANEOUSLY) 
7. DESMOND TUTU 
8. “AFRICANNESS” 
 
9. NELSON MANDELA 
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10. RECONCILLIATION 
11. SOUTH AFRICANNESS 
12. NATIONHOOD 
 
Tell the group that this part of the discussion is now ended and continue with the questions below. 
 
SECTION C 
 
 
1.  Are there any government programmes that have 
influenced if you see yourself as South African?  If so, what 
government programmes have influenced the way/s you see 
yourselves as a citizen of South Africa? 
 
 
IF NO GOVERNMENT PROGRAMMES ARE IDENTIFIED BY 
THE GROUP PARTICIPANTS ASK THE FOLLOWING:   
What role did government programmes like the Rainbow Nation, 
Thabo Mbeke’s “I am an African” or “Brand South Africa” for the 
2010 FIFA Soccer World Cup; have on your sense of identity as 
South Africans? 
 
 
 
• How have these programmes made you think or feel about your 
selves in these ways? 
• Do you see these ways of thinking or feeling as positive or negative 
for a sense of unity among South Africans? Why? 
 
 
 
 
• Why did these programmes make you think or feel about your selves 
in these ways? 
• Do you see these ways of thinking or feeling as positive or negative 
for a sense of unity among South Africans? Why? 
 
2. What initiatives do you think the government should 
undertake in development of South African identity?  
 
 
 
• Why do think that these are important? 
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3. Do you think it is necessary to have one South African 
identity to consider ourselves unified as South Africans? 
 
 
4. Taking into account everything we have talked about, what 
do you consider would be the identities that would allow for 
a sense of unity among the people of South Africa? 
 
 
• What are the reasons for your responses? 
 
 
 
• Talk about why you think these identities would build a sense of 
unity among the people of South Africa. 
            
 
This brings our discussion to a close. Thank you very much for your time and participation in this group 
discussion. 
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